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	1. Disrupted Proceedings

Refuge
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Rating: T (Teen)

Notes Part 1: Thanks to Tara for supporting this particular idea and first foray into Merlin fic. Much appreciated!

Notes Part 2: The story takes place about a fortnight after "Another Sorrow". It will be eventually Merlin/Mithian. This edition of Merlin belongs to the BBC and Scyfy Channel.

Chapter 1 [Whitgate, Kingdom of Nemeth]

[A/N: I realize that Nemeth's castle/capital city never received a name in the series. I'm sticking it in here now.]

Following Odin's disastrous invasion, Whitgate suffered through the initial stages of rebuilding. Industrious hands worked to rebuild the battered gates. Heroic soldiers were laid to rest under the soft earth. The denizens reconstructed their damaged homes and workplaces. Out in the countryside, the farmers resowed their fields with a careful eye for crows and other scavengers.

Despite the heavy hearts and slow trudging ahead, the Nemethians knew their blessings well. They felt grateful for those who survived the occupation. They treasured the solidified relationship with Camelot to the south and King Arthur. Best of all, their beloved monarch, Rodor, sat once more on his throne with his daughter, Mithian, at his side.

If only things could keep going forward steadily, that would be key. Alas for some, it was not so….

[Council Chamber]

As with the affairs on the outside, Rodor and his advisors chipped away gradually at the kingdom's business in front of them. With Odin's army razing much of the land, assistance and outreach remained high on everyone's list. The debate however focused on prioritizing the _how_, _when _and _where_ so as to hit the severest need first but not seem insensitive to everyone else in the process

Even as the debates extended into hours and days of circular logic, Mithian listened patiently to the councilors' points. Occasionally she'd strategically inject a sage point where she thought it most prudent. However she wrestled with divided attention and loyalties and so kept her peace….

Still if she'd had her way, they'd have accepted Arthur's offer to assist in the rebuilding effort. In the two encounters with King Arthur and his people, she'd been genuinely impressed by their quality. Granted the disappointment of the failed engagement had tarnished things however Camelot had more than redeemed itself since. Arthur would have overseen such activities in the field. Gaius would have overseen the medical efforts across the region masterfully. Running between all parties, Merlin would've played the usual go-between with humility, a cheerful grin and a can-do attitude….

…that and a notable streak of accomplishing tasks no matter how great or small….

…a standing that marked the best of servants and those exceptions rising above their station which Merlin did…_routinely_….

Thinking of Merlin relaxed her for some reason. The anger in her bosom waned slightly. The butterflies brushed against the sides of her stomach. She flushed inexplicably at the memory of him and what he'd done for them all. _Calm yourself. He's a servant and a peasant. Not that he's dirt but you two could never be…As if Father would ever allow that? _

The clash of emotions inside of herself churned another storm inside of herself unfortunately. A wave of numbness clamped down on her scalp. Her hands and back burned with a strange heat. Pinpricks stuck at her arm. She ground her teeth and bowed her head so as not to let the men around her see her pain. Her place was there not the sickbed….

Her people needed her. She'd ride the Pain and this mysterious malady out as she had for the previous month. At first it had only been minor aches and pains in her elbows and back—a few momentary pinpricks to be doused by the physician's tonic and no more. It had required an hour's rest or a solitary walk through the palace gardens to put it in check once more.

She glanced at the beautiful gilded bracelet around her wrist. While people complimented her on its beauty and how it caught the light, she grimaced at its effect. Since Morgana had clamped it on her wrist, Mithian had tried on several occasions to remove it unsuccessfully. She winced from how it would constrict her wrist much as a python would squeeze its prey into submission. She endured its pleasures and wanted it off _now_. She yanked at it again.

In response, the bracelet constricted threatening to cut off all blood flow to her hand. It sent torturous agony throughout her body burning her in reprisal. She spasmed involuntarily.

Around them all, the air suddenly chilled. The denizens around the table saw their breath hang in midair despite the fact that it was mid-summer.

"What madness is this?" Lord Edwin, the eldest councilor, protested. He shivered and clenched his robes around his wrinkled skin.

"Mithian, are you all right?" Rodor queried in concern. Granted he wanted to deal with the cold as well. Still his duty as a father outweighed his own self-preservation. He rubbed her shoulders caringly.

"I…am sorry, Father. Please…continue. The…people need…" she pressed while pulling at the bracelet to get it to relent.

"They need you healthy, Princess, if you don't mind me saying," Lord Aethelred respectfully disagreed. Granted he normally chafed at a woman sitting at the table with him and the others. Still, as a human being, he didn't want her to suffer. Thus a meeting of both agendas….

"I agree. Mithian, I'm sorry but…." Rodor slowly stood so as not to shiver in the chill more than needed. He gently offered his hand to her.

"No…I can….I…" Then she felt another surge cutting through herself. She doubled over in pain as if feeling afire. "Father! Please make it stop! PLEASE!" She closed her eyes tightly and ground her teeth. Tears squinted from her eyes.

Around her, an ominous crimson glow built in intensity. It cast the entire chamber in its hue dazzling the men as much as it burned her.

Her hands glowed with a purely white light.

"Mithian, what is it? WHAT IS….?" Rodor demanded almost in a panic. He reached out toward her once again.

"She's a WITCH! She's possessed!" Lord Aethelred accused while going for his sword.

"STOP! One more word and…." Rodor countered that accusation firmly. Perhaps something was happening but he would not allow her to be so accused….not without a fight at least….

"Father, I….Morgana did something….I….AHHH!" she tried to explain. "GET BACK!" She forced herself away from the table and toward the side of the room defying the pain to do so.

The energy within herself exploded. The chamber and that side of the castle shook. The heat burned the tapestries on that wall and discomforted the others. The braziers flared menacingly. The aura and the light flashed dangerously bright enveloping her. The shockwave shoved men and furnishings against the far walls.

For several minutes, an awful pall hung over the room. King and councilors lay unconscious in the event's wake. The table and chairs lay in a pile of wrecked splinters and shards. Only a singed spot on the floor and a few burning scraps of cloth attested to her presence.

Then heavy footfalls rushed up the granite corridor outside in desperation.

Four loyal knights slammed the council chamber's door open spilling into the room. As with the rest of the palace, they'd endured the impact and feared the worst. With swords drawn, they inspected the chamber and stared incredulously at the damage therein.

At their head, a tall and muscular man with long brown hair and a matching beard scanned the area frantically. He pulled a broken chair off of the king and checked him over. "Father! Speak to me!" He looked around the area again for the princess. "Where is she? Where is Mithian? So help me!"

"She is not here, Milord," a red haired slender knight assessed.

Beside them, a dark skinned warrior beheld the singed spot on the stones underfoot. "My Prince! Look!" He pointed out the area.

"Look after the king!" Prince Kay demanded. He cursed being away on that diplomatic mission to Gaul during the kingdom's occupation. Bad enough he'd failed his father, sister and the people in that regard. Now he hadn't been here to face whatever had attacked the council and harmed her. He slowly raised the singed scraps to his eye level. His nostrils protested at the acrid odor offending them. His eyes watered at the thought of his baby sister's pain. He glared at the three companions. "Is there a sign of her?"

"None, my Prince. Lords Athelred, Edwin, Gustavus and Rodrick are breathing at least. The king is alive. Thanks be to that," Red Hair noted. "This is the work of magic!"

"I thought that accursed witch dead," a third knight, a man of Iberian complexion, presumed. "Did not the tomb collapse on her?"

Kay frowned. "Who knows with a sorceress such as that? She could've survived. Damn her!" He set his jaw "We'll consider that after we see to the King and the counselors. Sir Galahad!"

"Aye, Milord," Red Hair responded immediately from where he supported Rodor's prone form.

"I will tend to the King. You organize a search party for the Princess. Leave no stone unturned until she is found. Am I clear? I doubt not Princess Mithian's strength of character. Still she will need help. Do whatever you have to. She is not to be harmed!"

"At once! I will organize the search," Galahad agreed. He allowed Prince Kay to take over caring for the king. "Sir Hector, you are with me!"

"Go! I thank you both!" the Prince agreed allowing his fear and indignation to tone his response more than he'd intended. He cradled his father in his arms. "Rodrigo, you are with me then. Watch over the counselors. I shall get the King to Master Wyngate for treatment. Nothing happens."

"On my life, Sire," the Iberian vowed.

"You never fail me, Ywain. I trust you first," Kay assured his liege man before hustling his father from the area.

Ywain curled his lip. He wished that the Prince had assigned Galahad the babysitting duty. _I'm the better tracker of us both. And that's not counting Malodius! _He nodded while considering his _extra special _companion.

This was not the end of the affair. On the contrary, it was only beginning. For the present, Duty demanded a patient sifting through the affair and pain staking examination. The royals needed to be accounted for. The perpetrator must be found.

He wet a cloth and started tending to the fallen officials as best as he could manage while waiting for further word.

And so it went….


	2. Issues with Merlin

Chapter 2 [Camelot]

A hundred miles to the southeast, Arthur's realm pressed on as it always did. Rows of wheat, barley and corn waved in the soft breezes as they neared harvest. Cattle and sheep grazed serenely on green pastures and village commons. Blacksmiths hammered away at metal in their forges. Merchants peddled and traded away in their areas.

With Morgana's latest defeat, most assumed that this would now be the case. The recent passing of the mantle from Uther to Arthur had begun a period of transition and changing of custom. Old enemies negotiated truces. Long divided regions reached out to each other. Underneath it all, those with magic hoped and prayed for the acceptance denied them since the Great Purge.

With the rumored stirrings of Albion came a new hope….

[Physician's Quarters]

Within Gaius' chambers, Merlin sat at his mentor's weatherbeaten worktable forlornly. His forearm, wrist and hand pushed down on the wooden pestle directing the latter's movement in the bowl in front of himself. The robotically repetitive activity allowed his mind to detach itself from the abuse toward the rosemary, henbane and water in the bowl …

…towards Arthur's safety while on patrol…..

…toward the rise of Albion….

…toward his developing role as _Emrys of the Druids _and the _Last Dragon Lord_….

…toward Morgana's continued threat….

…toward Princess Mithian's attractive brazenness and the warmth she inspired….

_Wait…Princess Mithian and warmth? _That thought jarred him back to his surroundings. It narrowed his eyes and made his head spin. Granted he really appreciated the respect she had afforded him during her two visits. He marveled at how she'd given him acknowledging his influence even if Arthur would outwardly admit to such.

She'd even told Arthur to stop harassing him during the picnic on her first visit…

She'd requested Merlin's acceptance and a chance to earn said quality…..

…even if he was a servant and little more than a peasant….

_While they're nice to me, the knights expect me to handle the chores and such. For me to hope at being more than a respected servant is pure poppy cock anyhow! _He sighed and rolled his eyes at the illusion he might have had with Mithian. _It's just like with Gwen. She's royalty! Get that straight. Do you think Arthur would accept your magic if he knew? _He recalled the scene in his home village from years earlier.

He'd saved them all from the raiders….

Will took a killing shot intended for him….

And Arthur? Arthur, stunned and in disbelief of the outcome, denounced, "_That is why magic cannot be trusted! It is dangerous. I can see why you kept Will's sorcery a secret."_

Then he recalled Freya's curse…and her death at the hands of Camelot's knights. His heart ached all over again at her gentle heart and soul's light being snuffed out. How the light in her eyes was subsumed by the accursed beast she became after sunset.

And all because someone wanted her dead…because someone hunted her….

_Wonder if Arthur realized how many times my magic's saved him? _Merlin gave the paste a rather demonstrative series of twists in response. _Maybe if he'd been more accepting, Morgana would have been an ally rather than an enemy. Maybe I wouldn't have had to do what I did either. _He let off a heavy sigh. _You have your destiny. Gaius would tell you to keep your head on straight. No more, no less. _He finished his grinding before scraping the paste into a small clay jar. He screwed the lid on tight and set it on a shelf beside the table for Gaius to use later.

A knock came from the door.

"Yes? Enter," Merlin bade. Seeing Gawain stick his head into the room, he grinned at the knight. "What can I do for you?"

"So formal," Gawain chided half-seriously. As with the other knights, he remained concerned over his comrade's bemused state. He wondered how seriously Morgana had hurt Merlin on the river bank after Mithian's failed warning there. He also hoped that none of the debris in the cave in had hit the servant either. "Arthur's paging us. You done raising a stink already?" He motioned with his eyes toward the used bowl.

"Just finished. Gaius'll kill me if I don't clean it. Just take a minute," Merlin advised knowingly.

"Sppt! Live a little! Besides Arthur will vouch for you, right?" Gawain teased. He realized how seriously the healer took his equipment and state of things in the lab. Still he couldn't resist shaking up the apple tree to see Merlin's reaction.

"Yeah right." Merlin grinned at his friend's attempt to raise his spirits. He wiped the bowl clean with an old rag and replaced the former in its cabinet. The latter, he pitched into the growing laundry pile in his room. Then he exhaled deeply. _Arthur can't rest. Neither can I. _Putting on his best face, he strolled out and shrugged. "There. No worrying about mucking out the stables now."

"Arthur's all bark and no bite in that regard, Merlin. Come on. The others are waiting," Gawain bade, letting the impatience creep into his voice.

Merlin closed the door firmly behind them. He resisted the temptation to give his impertinent friend a magical shove in response.

Some things just weren't worth it…..

[Council Chamber—Five minutes later]

Arthur leaned back against the polished oak chair and stared at the ceiling impatiently. To him, it seemed an eternity since he'd dispatched Gawain to retrieve Merlin. "Remind me, Gaius, _why _Merlin isn't here to begin with?"

The elderly physician remained unaffected by the younger man's tone. "The fault, Sire, lies with me. I asked Merlin to properly mix and prepare a cure for the Rudsian Plague. Such procedures are delicate and must be completed properly. I do apologize."

"Arthur, we do have our subjects to consider," Gwen interjected in Gaius' and Merlin's defense. She had heard word of the malady's spread in the outermost regions of the kingdom. "I'd rather not have a full blown epidemic on our hands." She added a pointed glance at her husband to emphasize the point.

"Yes, yes….fine." Seeing the prodigal servant enter briskly along with his knight, Arthur sighed demonstratively. Granted he wasn't _really _going to punish his manservant for being late especially since the latter had reason for doing so. Still he was the King and there was the royal prerogative to consider. "So glad that you could _finally _join us, Merlin."

While he wanted to fire a snarky retort back at his master, Merlin thought twice about it. Perhaps if they were in private or on the trail but not in the council chambers….

…and not with the emotions he could almost perceive rising from the royal head like heat from a summer sidewalk….

"Least you could do, Merlin, is bring the ale if you're going to be late," Percival quipped. "Gawain, figured you'd be _all over that_."

"He probably drank it on the way," Elyan cracked eliciting a round of chuckles and coughs from around the table.

Merlin shrugged off the gibes knowing that they were meant in good spirit. "The first batch of paste is ready for distribution. Sorry it took so long."

"Very good, Merlin," Gwen complimented with a protective smile.

Arthur rolled his eyes eliciting a queenly elbow in the ribs. "Well as long as you are supporting the _bigger agenda_, Merlin, I may just have you muck out the stables or empty my chamber pot again. In the meantime, please _sit down_. I do want to start this meeting some time today."

"You just had to ask, Arthur," Gawain retorted half-seriously as he and Merlin took the two remaining seats.

"Yes…well…we do have the matter of Nemeth to discuss. Despite Rodor's assertion that he can handle the rebuilding on his own, I still wish to offer further assistance. Elyan, perhaps you and Percival would lead an expedition to do so?"

His brother-in-law nodded respectfully. "We'll get right on it."

"There. You see, Merlin? Someone's paying attention unlike a certain _idiot_," Arthur jabbed half-seriously.

Seeing Gaius shake his head almost imperceptibly, Merlin conceded the point tacitly.

"Of course, Sire, Merlin could accompany the expedition in case there's a medical emergency. I am afraid the epidemic will require me to be in the eastern provinces for the next fortnight or so," Gaius suggested.

"Really? I do need my affairs tended to, Gaius," Arthur pointed out knowing what the alternative would be.

"_George _is very _attentive_. I'll let him know you'll be looking forward to his _immediate _oversight of your daily affairs, Arthur," Merlin insisted. While he didn't let on, the warm feelings started coursing through his middle again. _Will you stop already! You know you can't be with her! _

Arthur made a noise almost like a strangling cat in response. While he couldn't fault George's attention to detail, he couldn't abide being around the guy. After all, George joked about _tiles _and _cleaning_.

Not exactly stand up comedy, that stuff….

"We will survive. Won't we, Arthur?" Gwen supposed with a smirk and her eyes shining.

"Yes. I suppose we will. It is important that we shore up our alliances with the neighboring lands. Very well, Merlin, you will accompany the knights to Nemeth. Gawain, make sure he doesn't trip and crack his head _again_," Arthur conceded.

"If you don't crack George's first," Gawain gibed eliciting another round of chuckles from the table's contingent.

Arthur knew better than to respond and thus fall head first into that particular tar pit of no return. "Yes and now onto the grain prices in the western regions…."

Business did need to be attended to first after all…


	3. Preparing for the Journey

Chapter 3 [A Few Hours Later]

[Physician's Quarters]

After another hour of deliberations, Gaius returned with Merlin to their chambers. Both needed to prepare for their respect journeys and the entailed duties therein. Potions and medicines should be mixed up and stored. The paths had to be laid out. Provisions still had to be arranged as well.

Still the elderly doctor suspected that something was eating away at his young charge. He knew that Merlin hadn't risen to Arthur's bait as he might have in the council meeting. In fact the warlock had been _too _quiet and reserved for his liking….

…a state of affairs which had been in place since their return from Nemeth…

_Did he recover from that concussion? If he hadn't used his magic, Rodor, Arthur and the knights would be dead right now. Odin and Morgana would be ruling here and in Nemeth. Mithian would be forced to be his queen if not dead herself. I wish I didn't need to be on the borderlands. I should be going to Nemeth and Merlin should be resting here. I could have Gwen make sure of that. Still Merlin would only sneak away and join the expedition. _Gaius mused over that realization even as he lined vials of ginger and wolfsbane into rows on the work table.

At that point, Merlin slipped into the room absently; his mind still musing over the upcoming mission as well as the last. Despite walking about the castle gardens and his meditation, he had come no closer to discerning the source of his sudden feelings for Mithian or what was unfolding. He stifled a small yawn and stretched almost numbly toward the ceiling. _It's lucky that Gaius volunteered me for the expedition. At least I'll get to see what's going on in Nemeth. _He already had several potential remedies in mind to assist his new friends with.

That is if the magical energy around himself weren't already building into a frenzy…

When everything was going smoothly, Merlin synchronized with the elemental energies about himself. He could draw from the vibrations of the earth, air, water and fire, shaping and controlling them for his needs. It was the way he'd regained his abilities at the Crystal Cave. It had sustained him against Segan and several times against Morgana.

Now it was like burning static. Something was definitely up but he didn't have time to find out what that was.

_Bugger! _He grimaced and shook his head. His footsteps wobbled slightly as he eased the heavy oaken door shut.

"Merlin? That's it. Sit down. I need to take a look at you," Gaius directed.

"Gaius, can't stop. You need to pack these things up. I need to get the supplies for Nemeth. And…."

Gaius arched his right eyebrow commandingly stopping his protests in their tracks. With only a curt motion of his head toward the bench, he affirmed his earlier command. When the younger man had done so, he noted gently, "You're in front of me, Merlin. The others can wait a bit." He examined the younger man painstakingly looking for signs of any mundane or spiritual malady. Other than the bit of spaciness he'd seen earlier, nothing seemed amiss. "Have you been feeling odd for long?"

Merlin shrugged. He really wanted to lie and deny it. Still he knew better. "Since before we left for Nemeth."

_That _remark seized Gaius' attention. "You mean since Morgana attacked you?"

"No. I mean since she and Princess Mithian were here in Camelot. Gaius, it was something to do with that bracelet she put on the Princess' wrist. It's doing something to her. I don't know what but something strange is going on. Can I have some water please?" Merlin explained.

In a heartbeat, Gaius had poured the water and just about shoved it in front of his charge. "Something _strange_, you say? How so?" He noted how pale and jittery Merlin seemed to be.

"It's the _magic _around us. According to Kilgarrah, he and I are creatures of magic. We are one with it. We…." Merlin rubbed his temples as they began to pound again.

_Merlin…Merlin, we must speak… _the Great Dragon urged telepathically.

"You really should lay down, Merlin. I'll speak to Arthur and Gwen. We can delay…" Gaius started to offer.

"No, Gaius." Merlin slowly rose from his seat. "It's Kilgarrah. He's contacting me telepathically."

"Well he can wait. Merlin, it won't do any good if you kill yourself!" Gaius protested.

Merlin shook him off demonstratively. He was about to respond when his legs gave out on him. He collapsed to the hard stone underneath.

"Merlin? MERLIN!" Gaius panicked at the sight of the fallen warlock. Instinctively he felt the other's neck and wrist for a pulse. A check of the eyes saw they were entranced. "What the Devil is going on _now_?" His mind swam for explanations. "It can't be Morgana because she's trapped. Could the Dragon be doing this? Is there another sorcerer? And what was he getting at with the Princess? She is most certainly not a sorcerer!" He pulled Merlin onto the patient bed and pulled the covers over the latter.

Of all the times for a crisis like this to happen…..


	4. Morgana Returns

Chapter 4

[Thanks again, Folks, for the great reviews! Much appreciated!]

[Royal Tomb—Nemeth/Camelot Border]

Since the standoff between Odin's forces and Camelot's knights, the ancient granite structure near the border had stood quiet. The birds had returned to their high roosts amongst the leafy canopies. The squirrels nestled into their oaken sanctuaries. A doe and her fawn had grazed several days in a row on the green grass in front of it.

In short, life had returned to normal. The animals had decided that whatever had caused the mysterious tremor had passed along to somewhere else….

Well, _almost everything _had returned to normal….

On the other side of the collapsed entrance, Morgana lay entranced on the hard granite floor. Her injuries from the cave in had healed slowly over the previous fortnight. Her breathing remained shallow. Due to the spells involved, she remained in a state of suspended animation.

All the better to gain strength to be utilized in freeing herself from her prison….

….the prison Emrys had stuck her in….

The spell had remained in place and should have for a while longer….if it hadn't been shattered forcibly….

Much as Merlin reacted to the unique surge in power, Morgana's eyes snapped open abruptly. She gasped suddenly. Her mind recoiled from being yanked out of the deep sleep. "Emrys! Damn you! Can't you leave me be?" She wiped the sweat from her brow with a restless swipe of her hand.

_It is not him, Sister….._

Her ears perked attentively to the familiar voice. …the voice of one cruelly struck down by her nemesis…. "Sister? Please! Don't taunt me!"

Morgause's spirit appeared before the fallen priestess. "I would never desert you, Morgana." She smiled warmly. "In fact, I have boosted your abilities with my own." She glimpsed toward the granite rubble pile disparagingly. "It is time. Clear the barrier. Your plans have taken a most fortuitous twist."

Morgana quirked an eyebrow in confusion. She felt the sudden surge in magical energies about them. Her skin pricked with the charges. Her spine burned. Sparks danced about her fingertips.

"Channel your anger, Morgana. Use your frustration. CLEAR IT NOW!" Morgause commanded. "Reap your harvest!"

Morgana burned with anger and indignant rage. Her hands glowed with an ebony light. Her eyes matched that with a crimson sheen. She pointed at the barrier and vaporized it with a potent blast. She shuddered as the boost in power flooded her essence.

"Do not let it swamp you, Morgana. Use the energy to boost your reserves," Morgause indicated.

"Yes!" Morgana strode triumphantly from her former prison and through the passageway. Within minutes, she emerged back into the dusk-lit woods. Much as a surfer might with a large wave, she relaxed and rode the energy surge. She used its energy to indeed augment her own capabilities. Despite her stomach's protests from being without food for too long, she healed herself easily.

As she did so, she recognized the energy's signature…the signature from the bracelet and its wearer….

Avalon's high priestess chuckled to herself. "This is an unexpected twist indeed, Sister. Can she seriously have magic? I detected no such essence within her."

"Magic lay dormant within her. Your bracelet and its torture prompted it to the surface. We will need the Princess Mithian if we are to bring Nemeth and…Camelot to its knees," Morgause explained. "For now, return to your lair and channel your strength. Do eat something. Best not to have multiple adversaries."

"No it is not. My thanks, Morgause. I would welcome your aid against Emrys. He will certainly intervene in this matter," Morgana deduced knowing her enemy's movements if not the man himself fairly well by that point.

"He already knows, Morgana. Move quickly. When you are ready, I will reveal a new ally in our war against Arthur. For now, recover," Morgause bade before disappearing into the last vestiges of the afternoon sun.

Morgana grinned wickedly. While she despised the Princess for being Arthur's friend especially after the failed engagement, she recognized a potential recruit. She focused on the energies surrounding herself especially those coming from Whitgate.

While the residue clearly emanated from the council chamber, no trace of Mithian could be felt at the moment. In fact her aura seemed to have no specific location.

_I'd say the little wench is dead but Morgause says she is not. I shall use the time to heal and prepare for the next stage. When Mithian does appear, I will be waiting! _She cast a teleportation spell disappearing in an orange flash from the scene.

And so a battle brewed…..


	5. Insights Shared Understandings Reached

Chapter 5

[A/N: At least now we get some answers.]

[Dreamworld]

Merlin grimaced and stirred from the forced unconsciousness. He forced his eyelids open. His head pounded. He still burned from the energy coursing through the environment surrounding himself. "What?"

As his eyes blurred into focus, he beheld a pink sky overhead. Green grass cushioned him. "Where am I?"

_You are safe but things are changing, my Son. _Balinor stepped into the light. As he had in life, the elder man's eyes held regret yet purpose. He strode with a weight on his conscience.

"Father? I don't understand," Merlin insisted. He struggled to sit up against a nearby oak and collected his wits. "What hit me?" He noted that he glowed with a cobalt aura. "What's going on?"

"All good questions but we should deal with each one in turn. First, it was not a deliberate attack, Merlin. A friend now needs your assistance. Her emergence into our world disrupts all." Balinor sighed heavily.

Merlin twitched as he felt another wave of emotion flow through himself. He frowned. _Stop it. Such are foolish notions! You cannot be with her. Think of the situation!_

Balinor chuckled. "No, Merlin. Don't stop it. Use it."

The warlock glared at his old man. "Excuse me? I'm having this _unnatural infatuation_ and you say let it happen?"

"This is yet another way I failed you, Merlin. I was never allowed to guide you toward manhood. Fortunately Gaius has proved a superior substitute in my absence. There is more to being with someone than simple love. As your mother has told you, she and I were only brought together for a short time. Our season was brief yet it will shape the universe for ages to come through _you_. Now the Universe has chosen a companion for you, it seems," Balinor continued sagely. "It cares not what titles or mortal standards we humans hold. And you are beyond such matters at the moment anyhow."

"Beyond _what_?" Merlin rubbed his forehead almost imagining the headaches he would encounter on his return to Camelot from this whole deal.

"Do not concern yourself with such regards right now, Merlin. For the moment, you cannot protect Arthur. The sooner you understand however, the sooner you can return to your Destiny," his father insisted tersely. "Concentrate. Open yourself to the Greater Order. Those feelings are a link being established between you and the Princess Mithian. Feel her presence."

Merlin admittedly struggled with being in this strange place. He didn't understand how he had suddenly fallen for an unreachable (albeit extremely attractive) princess. He trembled with all of the unfamiliar queries flooding through his mind. He felt his brain burning from the struggle against the raging maelstrom which the Universe was seemingly drowning him in.

"Open yourself to her, Merlin. You are now on the astral plane. Forget the mundane. Open yourself to her," Balinor pressed.

Merlin nodded and breathed deeply. He relaxed focusing on his royal friend seeking her out through the heavens and planes of reality.

Within seconds, her fear and pain slammed into him like a jackhammer. _HELP ME! MORGANA'S DOING SOMETHING! I CAN'T DEAL WITH THIS!_

He ground his teeth and sucked in a pained breath. _Princess Mithian. Princess, you aren't alone. Can you hear me?_

_Merlin? She has you too? Where are you? I…. _Her voice cracked with fear and desperation.

_She doesn't have me. I'm reaching out to you with help from someone. Where are you? _Merlin queried while trying to keep his voice steady. His heart beat stronger. The butterflies slammed against his stomach's sides.

_It's like I'm in this rainbow place. There are colors and shadings around me. I can't feel anything solid. The bracelet burns me. It's making everything weird, _Mithian presumed.

_Princess, it isn't making everything weird. It's bringing everything to the surface. _Merlin exhaled sharply. _There's no easy way to tell you this._

_Merlin, just tell me. You do remember how I feel about beating around the hedge? If you know how this is happening, TELL ME! _she almost spat allowing her pain to color her tone.

The young warlock sighed. He looked to his father for guidance.

"Be honest, Merlin. Assist her with her transition. Help her to find a place where you both will be safe. It cannot be Camelot…at least not yet." Balinor closed his eyes and concentrated. _Help Merlin…help his mate…You are one guide in the whole…._

A deep voice sagely advised, _Indeed I can if the Young Warlock will wrap his head around the purpose, Balinor. As you and he are both dragon lords, it is my duty to obey and assist you…._

_I heard that! _she gasped. _Merlin, what's going on?_

_Princess Mithian, I can bring you back. Do you trust me? _Merlin assured her.

_Bring me back. How? You don't have magic and…. _She gasped in the realization of _how _he was communication with her sank in. _YOU DO HAVE MAGIC!_

_Yes I do_, he admitted with consternation. _I am still the same person who has served you…who saved us all from Morgana and Odin. _His guts clenched from his nerves. His heart seized with terror at her potential rejection.

She forced her mind to move beyond the pain and fear. She recalled how he'd come back so quickly from Morgana's attack. Then she remembered the earthquake shaking the tomb—a sudden affair which could not have been natural….

…an affair which reeked of powerful magic….

_You saved us? In the tomb, I mean…._

_Yes I did, _he admitted. _It is my destiny to protect Arthur and Gwen, Princess. I use my sorcery to do so. _

_And my father and me. _She considered the man on the other end of the link. As in the council chamber, she knew his station was far below her own. In normal circumstances, they wouldn't even been allowed to be speaking like this…

…and yet they were….

_And me? Am I here because I have magic too?_

_I believe so. We should speak but where we can both do so safely. I can bring you back with help. Do you trust us? _Merlin proposed.

His offer steadied her resolve, warming her heart in the process. Her confidence surged. She realized why she was feeling the way she had. There was only one response. _I trust you, Merlin. I know you to be earnest and caring. I owe you my life. I will follow your lead, _she assented earnestly. _Whoever you are, can you help me as well?_

_Kilgarrah, can you work with us? _Merlin requested humbly.

_Kilgarrah? _She wondered who this player was on their cosmic chessboard.

_An ally of magic such as yourself, Milady. One who has inhabited the world you now move into for centuries. You and Merlin can trust me. We should move quickly. The witch, Morgana, has freed herself and searches for you both, _Kilgarrah revealed. _Follow my aura and Merlin's. We will lead you back. Merlin, I await you both in my lair._

_Your lair? _Merlin hesitated. When they had met and talked, it had either been beneath Camelot or in the meadow beside it. He presumed of course that the Great Dragon had a shelter of some sort. He hadn't asked because it hadn't occurred to him to do so.

_It is safe, isn't it? _She felt his hesitation. _If Morgana is free, we need to do something! My father and kingdom are at risk. Camelot needs assistance. You have your duty to Arthur and to Albion!_

_Wise tidings indeed from one who is newly initiated. Most impressive, Mithian. Now we must meet in the outer world. A war is building. Your emergence has enabled Morgause to free herself from the netherworld. She assists the other witch as we speak. They seek out a fearsome warrior named __Meleagant__, the Red Knight of Cawdor. He could defeat Arthur and doom Albion. Time runs. Come to me, you both, _Kilgarrah complimented in spite of himself.

_I will see you there? _she queried hopefully to Merlin.

_Try and stop me, _Merlin vowed.

_Good. Oh and Merlin? Do try and keep on point. We are linked. I know you find me attractive but don't tarnish that white armor *too much* now. The knights are corrupting you, it seems, _she teased before going silent.

Despite being only a spirit, Merlin felt himself blushing with embarrassment.

Balinor chuckled warmly. _Seems you have a thing or two to learn about such ties, Merlin. Move along now._

_I don't want to leave you, Father, _he declared.

_I am always by your side. Do me proud. Claim your heritage. Help Mithian with hers. Your roads are converging. Alone, you both will fall against the forming tide. Together, you can turn the tide and bring acceptance for all. I know you can. Now Kilgarrah and Mithian await you. Even as your body rests in Camelot, you can be there. We shall speak again, _Balinor concluded.

A bright flash dazzled the astral warlock's eyes sweeping away from that place…..

[Kilgarrah's Lair—High in the Cwyneth Peaks, Mercia]

Mithian groaned from the residual pinpricks stabbing at her skin. Her side ached from what felt like a great fall from some long forgotten height. Her mind swam with a great tide of details and facts. She twisted and turned on surprising softness both over and underneath herself.

_Softness? _She wrenched her eyes painfully awake. Fortunately she found herself surrounded by fur lined wraps in a dimly lit place. From the craggy granite features, stalactites and the residual chill, she gathered that this was a cave. "Not exactly a royal palace."

"No it is not. Greatness, however, is not measured in material means, Mithian."

She quirked her brow in surprise. "Kilgarrah, correct?"

"Indeed. Before Merlin arrives, I'd rather you were dressed," the Great Dragon noted from the shadows.

"Dressed? I am…" By now the shock had sufficiently worn off to realize why she was covered in such ways. "Where are my clothes?"

"They did not survive your transition, I fear. For modesty's sake, I have provided outerwear such as you are accustomed."

She glanced to her left to discover a fine emerald gown inlaid with stunning emeralds and pearls awaiting her. She stared at it in shock. "I would have thought…."

"That I wouldn't value such things? Again, Princess, your insight does you justice. Perhaps you can assist Merlin in such regards as he guides you. Forgive the ostentatiousness. It was the only gown in my hoard which fit you. While you are here, it will preserve the balance which you humans value."

She grabbed the gown and pulled it under the covers with her. "My thanks for that at least. Your voice and the use of the word 'hoard'. You are not human, are you?"

"Most assuredly not, Milady. Prepare yourself." Kilgarrah almost pranced out into the light. Despite not being able to do so, he almost seemed to smirk triumphantly at her surprise. "I am one of the last two of my kind."

She stared incredulously. "You…you're a dragon. _A real dragon!_"

"So I have been all of my life."

"I was told your kind was extinct!" Having pulled the gown over herself, she threw the covers back and managed to stand.

"Uther killed most of us. I was kept alive but imprisoned following the Great Purge as an example. Merlin freed me. We have _certain understandings_," Kilgarrah noted. "I can understand how the sight of me could prove overwhelming."

"Forgive me, Great Dragon. I owe you for your kind assistance. Perhaps you can help me get rid of the bracelet? It proves to be nothing but trouble. I…." she apologized.

"If only the world could move toward greater understandings, it would be a better place," the Dragon accepted kindly. "I thank you. It lies with Merlin to help you with the witch's totem though."

At that moment, Merlin's astral form appeared in the cave. He shook from the jarring aftereffects of the crossing. Still his mind and heart remained in one place. "Princess?"

"I'm here, Merlin, and…." She stopped cold at the sight of the spirit floating in front of herself.

"Incredible!" Kilgarrah exclaimed in spite of himself. While he knew that Merlin might have been capable of such acts in the older form of Emrys, seeing the younger appear in that way frankly astounded him. "Certainly you have already affected him."

"In more ways than one, it seems," she noted in a rather cheeky fashion. Noting how Merlin squirmed at that comment, she laughed pleasantly. "It is good to see that he is a _man_ under the magic."

"Princess, don't encourage him," Merlin entreated in embarrassment. Despite being an astral shadow of his mundane self, his soul still felt the mutual pull that was solidifying between them.

"Would you rather I referred to you as a _love struck boy_, Merlin?" Kilgarrah queried in a clearly snarky tone making it quite clear he was enjoying the dragon lord's plight.

"Let's stay with the first one then," Merlin groused moodily.

"So he's not dead then?" She reached through the astral projection.

"No. He remains in a trance back in Camelot. It seems your emergence has accelerated certain processes, Milady. Merlin's current state reflects bilocation. Once we are in agreement, you both will return there. We have some details to discuss as Balinor told you both," Kilgarrah indicated.

"I quite agree." She considered Merlin's phantasm. "So you're using magic to do this?"

"I am although I don't understand how this is happening. I didn't cast the spell. It was almost like I was ripped out of my body," Merlin replied frankly.

She flushed and bowed her head. "I guess it's my turn to admit something. I must've reached out to you through this magic force or whatever it is. That's ridiculous though."

"No it is not. As you have noted, Mithian, you both are connected. That bracelet on your wrist, while intended to control you, had that unforeseen effect. Your concern and contrition following the Lady Morgana's assault on you both accelerated this process. The seed however has been dormant for the past three years however." Kilgarrah chuckled at the irony.

"And to think a noble caring about a servant's opinion had that effect," she jabbed with a saucy smirk.

"His heart ensnared yours first, Milady. It is for that reason that King Arthur and Guinevere were joined. Yours is a different road albeit a parallel one to theirs. You two are each other's destiny, I fear," Kilgarrah pointed out. "It will require a great sacrifice on both of your parts, I fear, however. You both will face fires of various kinds."

"Fires?" Merlin queried anxiously. "Won't defeating Morgana and Morgause enable Arthur to find his destiny?"

"It will go a long way toward that goal. Yes. However it will not insure a kingdom for _all_. You two, it seems, are fated to bring an acceptance for magic back into the world. Choices remain before you. You are already discovering why Merlin has been _clandestine _in how he uses his magic although I often wish he would be more so. I fear that some will not be understanding of our gifts, Mithian," Kilgarrah continued.

"It is because of those like Morgana," she deduced.

"Among others," Merlin added. "Princess, thanks to the Great Purge and the attitudes of leaders such as Uther, those in power distrust sorcery and assume anyone practicing it is evil. I have been working from within to overturn that outlook. Only Gaius and Sir Mordred know I am a warlock. Now so do you."

"I remember how the council denounced me as the magic manifested itself as you both are saying," she recalled. "They called me a witch." She bowed her head sadly.

"You _are _a witch, Mithian, much as Merlin is a warlock. The gift, it seems, was within you all along. The question is what are you willing to give to accomplish this greater goal?" Kilgarrah proposed.

"I cannot force you, Princess. You must choose your path," Merlin asserted warmly.

She smiled while gazing deeply into his eyes. She had admired him during the initial times around Arthur and his court. Yet she now beheld the incredible warmth and strength resonating from him. Through their link, she felt his heart beating and surging in her presence. "You care for me, don't you, Merlin?"

He grinned while letting his eyes sparkle. "Aye I do. I can never have you, Princess. I am not worthy…."

She released a rather obnoxious snort. "While you do have some _rough _edges which need working on, you are _Emrys of the Druids_! Your coming has been foretold for generations. And yet, you serve Arthur and the knights as the most humble servant. Merlin, never, ever, say that to me again. You are _most _worthy!"

_YES! _His heart leapt for joy within his chest. "Princess, I…."

"Promise me, Merlin." She locked eyes with his. "I have said that I would surrender my position for true love. I see that in you. If that is one of the fires we'll face then I shall stride through it. All I ask is that you be at my side through it."

Merlin hesitated for a second considering all of the angles. He feared Arthur's reaction to discovering his true nature not to mention laughing at him hysterically for _daring _to ask for his freedom. And then he could almost hear the royal rebuke over the possible match with Princess Mithian. How far would he go for her? He felt warm and light around her in ways he hadn't felt since Freya….

…and yet these feelings for the Nemethian Princess blew away those past romantic rumblings….

He just _knew_….

"Princess, I don't just care for you. Please just don't laugh at me," Merlin begged.

She folded her arms across her chest and rolled her eyes. "Now _why _would I laugh at you? Are you going to be honest?"

"I want to be."

"Then be so. I promise to grant you a fair hearing," she vowed. "But can you do me a favor in return? Please drop the 'Princess' title. I do not consider you a servant. You are _my _Merlin. I am _your _Mithian. If I hear Kilgarrah correctly, we are one with the earth and universe now. We should not concern ourselves with their conventions."

"That is _precisely _what I mean," Kilgarrah concurred. "Now, Merlin, I believe you were going to state something?"

"_Peace _please?" Merlin pushed back. He sucked in a desperate breath. "Pr…Mithian, I…don't just care. I…know it's strange but I love you. You're everything I treasure in a woman. And…well…shutting up now."

She smirked at him. "And you thought I'd laugh at that? Merlin, _thank you_. I can admit that I love you too. You owe me a kiss when we're both able to do so."

"Now I have _two _royals bossing me around?" Merlin groused half-seriously.

"Arthur's now second on your list. I'm _first. _Let him deal with _that_," she countered.

"Ahem!" Kilgarrah cleared his throat. "If I might _redirect _you both to the main business at hand _please_? You both need to bring your respective monarchs together once more to face the brewing threat. For now, Mithian, you might wish to tread carefully. At least for now, you should strive to keep appearances. Now that you have pledged your feelings for each other, Merlin, you can free her from the bracelet."

"Can I do it in this state or will I need to be back in my body?" Merlin queried.

"In your body. You should return to Camelot. Mithian will follow shortly. We shall talk again, Merlin. Thank you," Kilgarrah pointed out.

"I will be waiting. Don't be _late _or anything," Merlin baited in snarky fashion.

"Just make sure everything's _comfortable_," she countered without giving an inch. "Oh and Merlin?"

"Yes?"

"I love you."

"I love you." He grinned before disappearing in a flash of cobalt energy.

She exhaled deeply while dropping the emotional façade to drop. Her teeth chattered anxiously. Her hands continued to spark with contrasting white energy against the bracelet's crimson glow. She convulsed from the storm within herself. Her eyes watered from the pain of holding the tide back.

"You should not hold such matters from him. That bracelet is a cancer. When you two take hands in Camelot, the joining shall be complete. It will be then that he can rid you of that trinket. Now return to his side. Remember discretion in your quest. Trust in each other. Focus on Merlin and you will be there," Kilgarrah advised.

She nodded. "I will endeavor to be so." She ground her teeth and concentrated on the warlock. Her mind couldn't lock on.

"Listen to your heart. Hear it beat. Do you?"

"I hear it." She perceived the link reinvigorate itself. "He just woke up! Thankfully he's okay!"

"You feel him. Use that. Follow that tie to him, Mithian. You two are one." Kilgarrah looked to her expectantly.

"I…I will." She followed his advice and concentrated on her warlock. The glow in her hands increased exponentially. She screamed in agony as the fire surged and exploded within herself. The glow flooded the cavern as she disappeared from the area.

Unlike human eyes however, Kilgarrah wasn't blinded by the display. He beheld the smoking ash scar on the granite floor in front of himself. He detected the moral dichotomy within her aura. _I trust Merlin can help Mithian to resolve her inner conflict. They cannot stand against the rulers much less the witch if they cannot do so. The joining must be complete!_

And all he could do was hope in spite of his purpose…


	6. Magic Outed

Chapter 6 [Camelot—Physician's Chambers]

Gaius poured over a rather dusty and poorly bound tome flipping through its parchment leaves almost desperately. He desperately searched for some remedy to Merlin's situation although he knew it to be mystical in origin. Several times he'd stopped to wipe his charge's brow and check on the latter's vitals.

Even if he'd wanted to use a more _sorcerous _approach, the situation had attracted a dedicated contingent of its own. Perceval, Lionel and Elyan had taken turns guarding the door. In order to free him up for that endeavor, Gawain had organized the remedies for Nemeth and the outer regions into their own respective crates. Gwen kept a close eye on their dear friend keeping fresh cloths on his brow. She also assisted in mixing the remedies under Gaius' supervision of course. Arthur popped in and out between meetings and his duties; the worry clearly etched across his features.

Despite being the servant, Merlin merited a great deal of attention, it seemed…..

"Anything new?" Gawain queried from where he lit the last torch.

"Nothing since the last time you asked," Gaius replied evenly. He kept his temper and impatience on the situation's hopelessness on a tight leash. He tapped his fingers across the worn oaken surface to the tune of Fear's Morse Code.

Gwen sighed deeply. She appreciated the knight's dedication. However she felt his uncharacteristic anxiousness wearing on her nerves. Consequently she knew what it was doing to the elder physician's psyche. "Gawain, perhaps you might instruct the royal kitchens to bring dinner here? It will be a long evening, I fear. I do not wish for Gaius to be distracted from his task. Do not fear. I will watch Merlin."

While he didn't want to leave, Gawain noted Gaius offering a reassuring smile in his direction. "I will do so."

"Please tell Hildegard that it is my order. Arthur will back me of course. Perhaps some soup for Merlin?" Gwen suggested.

"I will return soon." Gawain looked purposefully at the prone servant. He sighed heavily before walking out the door and shutting it behind himself.

"I hated to send him away like that," she lamented.

"I know he cares, Milady, but it is necessary," Gaius noted kindly. He shut the latest book and pushed it aside onto the growing pile around himself. "I fear the malady is magical in origin."

"Magic? I thought Morgana was trapped. I pray it isn't another sorcerer!" she interjected.

"If so, we shall have to seek them out," Gaius noted evenly. _And what if it's a friend? Can they understand? _He glanced down at Merlin in emphasis before continuing with his work.

"Arthur will not stop until the culprit's found, Gaius," she insisted.

Despite the king's putdowns of Merlin, Gaius knew that to be indeed the case. "As long as we remember the balance. Our allies need us."

Before she could respond, Merlin stirred. With great effort, he raised his hand and rubbed his forehead to deal with the pain therein. "What? I'm…back."

"Merlin! Gaius!" she realized while embracing him. "You gave us a fright!"

"I should say so!" The physician stomped over to the patient bed. "Something or someone attacked you. Do you remember anything?"

"I do but…" Merlin started. Then he felt the energy surge coming from his room. The link snapped on once again. He smiled dreamily. "And we have company." He sat up on the bed with a groan. With great effort, he swung his legs toward the side and forced himself to his feet.

"Company? Merlin, there is nobody here but Gwen, you and me. I can give you a tonic and…." Gaius pointed out.

Merlin shook his head. "I'm fine now. And as far as my 'attacker', she's a friend…and more." He grinned almost dreamily.

From the closed back room, a bright light shone through the cracks in the oak door.

"What on Earth?" Gwen queried in confusion. "What could cause that?"

"A friend hmmm?" Gaius walked over toward the door.

Before he could reach it, Mithian opened it slightly and peered out. "I'm here? We're in Camelot?"

"Princess Mithian?" Gaius stopped cold; his mind struggling to wrap itself around the situation. He bowed at the waist to her. "Forgive me but how did you get in there?" He glared at Merlin expectantly; the eyebrow rising another foot in response or so it seemed.

"Don't look at me! I didn't put her in there…not that I'm complaining." Merlin pulled himself to his feet. "And…she's going to need some clothes." He ambled with effort toward his laundry pile.

"_Clothes?" _The duo asked in unified disbelief.

"Merlin did nothing unsavory. I can assure you," Mithian defended him. "Morgana did something to me. Merlin, can you please hurry though? Your room has a draft!"

"Hurry, hurry, hurry…She already sounds like Arthur," Merlin complained while grabbing a pair of his trousers, a top and a belt. "Give me a minute."

"Don't enjoy this _too much_," Mithian groused while closing the door slightly.

"I…think I'll take those," Gwen insisted while taking the clothes from the wizard. "Not that I don't trust you, Merlin, but…" She knocked on the door. "Princess, it's Queen Guinevere. I'm bringing these clothes. May I enter?"

"Yes. Thank you," Mithian accepted through the door.

"Be right out." Gwen walked into the room and closed the door behind herself.

"Merlin, what is going on?" Gaius pressed. "How did the Princess get in there?" He leaned close to her and queried low, "You didn't do that, did you?"

"What? NO!" Merlin protested aghast. "Gaius, she did it. She's a witch."

"Are you serious? How did this never come up before?" Gaius demanded.

Merlin shrugged. "Apparently it was Morgana's bracelet. It triggered the magic that was already inside of her. We need to get that bracelet off of her."

"I agree. We cannot allow Morgana to influence Princess Mithian if indeed she has magic," Gaius concurred. "So what happened to you?"

"When the bracelet brought her magic out, Princess Mithian upset the balance. According to Kilgarrah and…my father…the balance has been upset. Morgana has freed herself and is looking for another ally to threaten Camelot. This is when Nemeth's still vulnerable," Merlin pointed out.

"Merlin, your father's dead," Gaius pointed out in disbelief.

"Somehow I was there. I…bilocated into some sort of astral form," Merlin indicated. "That's how I spoke to my father. The Princess and I somehow are linked."

"Linked? Merlin, how ever could that be?" Gaius asked in wonder.

"The universe chose us, Gaius," Mithian affirmed as she and Gwen emerged from the back room. "Are you all right, Merlin?" She rushed toward him. "Maybe you can help me now?"

"What do you mean 'the universe chose you', Mithian?" Gwen queried. "What's going on? Gaius, can you look her over?"

"It's all right or at least it will be." Merlin shuffled over to Mithian. "Sorry that I didn't have anything more suitable, Mithian. Maybe the Queen can lend you a dress?"

"This is fine for now, Merlin." Mithian took his hands in hers and smirked warmly. "Now maybe you remember what you owe me?" She pulled him to her. She pressed her mouth against his tightly.

"Merlin! What is the meaning of this? I…." Gaius started to protest.

Gwen shook her head. As with the physician, she knew of the difficulties this would cause. Still, as she'd risen from servant status herself, she was inclined to put that aside for the moment at least.

Merlin and Mithian, however forgot about everything save The Kiss. They held each other tightly while feeling the energy flowing back and forth between themselves. Contrasting blood red and white auras surrounded them. Their eyes glowed gold.

"Gaius, their eyes! They…they…." Gwen realized aghast.

_The die is cast. We can deal with this if we survive! _Gaius shielded his eyes and braced himself against the wall. He felt the vibrations shaking the granite. "Brace yourself, Milady!"

Gwen turned her back toward the couple and placed herself against the other wall. She muttered a prayer to the higher plane for preservation's sake as she did so.

A powerful burst shot forth from the couple in question violently shaking the room and the castle on the whole for that matter. Remedies shook and fell shattering on the floor. Glass windows exploded outward. Furniture flew around as if in a maelstrom.

And most tellingly, the offending gilded bracelet quaked and fell to the stones with a loud CLINK.

Merlin broke the kiss first. He noticed the bracelet's current location. "We did it!"

"So we did, Merlin. I didn't tell you to stop though," Mithian declared with a snarky attitude before resuming the kiss.

At that moment, Arthur, Gawain and Perceval broke into the chamber before stopping cold at the sight in front of themselves.

"MERLIN? WHAT ARE YOU DOING?" Arthur demanded. "Princess Mithian, what are you doing here much less _kissing Merlin_?" He turned to his wife. "Guinevere, are you all right?"

"I'm fine, Arthur. We had a situation with Morgana's bracelet. Fortunately Merlin and Gaius had the situation well in hand," Gwen pointed out after exchanging knowing looks with Gaius.

"Yes I'm _sure _they did," the King expressed with a mix of disdain and disbelief. He stooped down and picked up the bracelet. "Still, Merlin, to force yourself on a princess is a crime in itself…."

"I didn't….It was mutual," Merlin protested. "We…."

"Shut up, Merlin! Imagine the explaining that I'll have to do! Rodor will probably have you killed for defiling Princess Mithian, you _Idiot_! Besides you're a _servant_!" Arthur argued.

"As was _I_, Arthur," Gwen reminded him with a surly tone. "If anything, Princess Mithian kissed _Merlin_. He didn't argue but she initiated it." She smiled warmly at her friends' happiness.

The trio of knights stared incredulously at Merlin not believing that he'd just received the princess' favor and the Queen's backing for it. Even though they were happy for Merlin, they were just as concerned for his well-being.

"Perhaps it may not be so dire, Sire. Rodor does owe his life and kingdom to Camelot. Merlin did help in the rescue. Rodor is an unconventional king on many fronts. The precedent for elevating status here in Camelot has been established. Perhaps we might…." Gaius intervened.

"Merlin is _my servant. _This is…." Arthur pressed.

"Pardon me! Don't we have _anything _to say about this?" Mithian demanded while grasping Merlin's hand tightly in hers. "We are _bonded_, Arthur, by the universe itself! I do not care if I lose my title or am an exile! I just wish to be with Merlin."

"Princess, I am sorry. I cannot let you…." Arthur started.

"It is _our choice_!" Mithian countered.

"Umm, Mithian, he is my king," Merlin reminded her.

"Thank you, Merlin, at least you haven't forgotten _that_."

"And I am his _companion_." Mithian eyed the warlock effectively cowing him. Then she turned back to the king. "I will speak to my father. Please stop this!"

"Sire, with due respect, the Princess is speaking reasonably. If she…." Gaius tried to intercede for the couple.

"Arthur, they have done nothing that we haven't done," Gwen insisted. "We can keep them watched. Merlin was going to head for Nemeth in any event. The knights and I shall go with them to ensure propriety is served. You do trust in that, _don't you?_"

Arthur glared at his servant already figuring out that he was in for a rather heated dressing down from the Queen upon returning to their quarters. "I should say so. Very well. I shall trust that you both can _behave yourselves_ during the journey?"

"You know me, Sire. I can do no less," Merlin promised.

"I assure you, King Arthur, that we have not done anything to sully our honor," Mithian added. She added telepathically. _Not that I don't want to, Merlin. _She somehow suppressed a smirk of her own.

"I will take you at your word, Princess. However I have not decided what to do with _my fool servant _yet," Arthur conceded. "And while we're at it, there is the matter of what just happened here in the castle. That was _magic_!"

"Looks like ol' Merlin shook her world, eh?" Gawain alluded.

Arthur rolled his eyes. "I am _serious! _Practicing magic is treason against the Crown!" He drew his sword. "Princess, I'm afraid I'll have to detain you for sorcery. Given that it is either you or _Merlin_, it is clear/"

"And how do you know it isn't him? He isn't _stupid _despite how you treat him!" Mithian retorted tersely. Her anger surged within her like a furious phoenix. Her eyes glinted golden at him. "And _yes_! I do have magic! _I admit it!_ If you want your united Albion, _DEAL WITH THAT!_"

Arthur backed away warily. He noted the knights' shock over these events. Still he couldn't believe that his Queen, Gaius and Merlin weren't reacting at all to Mithian's shocking pronouncement….

…almost like they knew…._wait, they knew?_

"Perhaps I have dreams for the future, Princess, but I still have laws to uphold _today_. One of those laws forces me to deal with sorcery! Fortunately for us all, I can escort you back to your father's castle rather than just exile you. Merlin….you as well as a sympathizer," Arthur insisted.

"I am _more _than just a sympathizer, Arthur," Merlin insisted. He gulped anxiously but forced himself to remain steadfast in his conviction. He had to hold firm to the promise he'd made to Mithian. He had been joined with her on a cosmic level….

…time to take that seriously….

"Merlin, don't…." Gaius interceded while stepping between the King and his charge. He fully anticipated what Merlin was about to do. For the sake of the greater good, he wanted to stop what he saw as pure folly.

"Gaius, I know what I'm doing. Please. Step aside." Merlin sighed deeply. He couldn't believe that the past decade of hiding and practicing his magic in secret would be cast aside like this. Still what had to be done had to be done. His eyes glowed yellow. _"__D__h'èireas__!"_

On cue, Gaius levitated in the air and floated several feet to the right before alighting gently on the stones. He gasped and looked at the younger man in surprise.

"_You? You have…have…." _Arthur stuttered in blatant disbelief. His mind went numb. Pain shot through his middle threatening to give him a heart attack. His servant, friend and _brother_…the one he trusted more than anyone….

…Merlin…was a _sorcerer_?

Seeing Arthur's shock written on the other's face, Merlin glared at him. "Yes, Arthur, I too _have magic!_"

"You knew, Gaius?" the King demanded.

The physician exhaled with a pained breath. "Yes, Sire…I have since he first arrived here at court. Merlin has only used his magic to preserve your life and rule. We all owe our lives to him several times over. While I do not agree with his decision, I can respect it along with Princess Mithian's to stand together in this regard. Rodor should do the same by Nemeth's laws."

"I see. And you knew, Guinevere?" Arthur insisted.

"I knew about Princess Mithian's magic. Merlin, however, I am just as surprised as you are, Arthur," Gwen insisted. "We have always been able to trust Merlin. How does this change anything? I say it changes _nothing_. Let us help our neighbors first. Then we can deal with this matter if it remains a concern. Come along, Princess. Let's get you something more in your size."

"_Thank you, Queen Guinevere_," Mithian expressed gratefully. "Please be safe, Merlin. I need you."

Merlin nodded and offered her a confident smile. Then, after she left, he rubbed his forehead. "I need her too."

Arthur rolled his eyes. "She's still a Princess, Merlin. _Magic or not._" With that, he turned on his heel and stormed out of the room. Despite the anger in his voice, he felt conflicted between their friendship and the need to deal with Rodor over this matter.

Merlin shook his head. He'd crossed the Rubicon where his magic and his feelings were concerned. Now he hoped he and Mithian wouldn't drown in it.

That would be the trick….


	7. Villainous Scheming

Chapter 7 [Uriens Castle, Cawdor]

Morgana stood on the upper ramparts of the great granite fortification. She surveyed the mostly rural landscape holding only a few bands of grazing sheep and the occasional shepherds. She'd spent the previous two days resting and recuperating her strength. She had to admit that her host's hospitality was top notch thus far. Then again, given what she'd heard about Meleagant, she knew his purpose….

The Red Knight still smoldered over the death of his father, Aelfred, at Uther's hand. Worse still he bore Shame's scar across his arm from Arthur's blade in the subsequent duel. He still thirsted for revenge more so than if he'd traveled across the legendary _Maghreb_. As such, he recognized a _person of singular quality craving the same vintage _as he put it….

…And Morgana represented a southern Gallic type aged for centuries as far as he was concerned….

_I have allies once more! Odin and Agravaine were fools! _She frowned at the pawns' failings which had enabled Emrys to defeat her time and again. "Meleagant can deal with Arthur leaving me free to confront the traitor." Her hands glowed in tune with her inner fire. Rage and impatience stoked that furnace.

Worse yet, she no longer felt the vibrations from the bracelet. For a few minutes, she had picked up on Mithian's presence first in the extreme eastern provinces and then in Camelot. She had perceived another surge of energy like the first two but _different_. No that last one was more powerful than the others…

…it felt like two halves of something completing themselves….cleansing themselves….

And the other half stung her pride _immensely_….

She had wanted to claim the Princess' emerging power for herself. If she could have subverted Mithian and Mordred, the potential for a powerful coven lay within her grasp….

…one that would drive the mysterious sorcerer to his knees….

"Emrys! Why is it you confound me? WHY?" she bellowed to the empty pastures below.

_Patience, Dear Sister. _Morgause phased into view from behind the pillar. "Emrys has struck a blow against us. The universe has bonded him to the Princess Mithian. Her abilities emerge quickly boosting his own."

Morgana stared incredulously at her sister. "And yet you're not fuming over this, Morgause?"

Morgause shrugged. "I have already put my own moves into motion, Morgana. We establish our own alliance with Meleagant, do we not? In addition, I have cast spells manipulating things from behind the scenes. I have created certain _rifts _both in Camelot and Nemeth." She grinned widely almost seeming like a mongoose cornering an overly confident cobra. "They wish to judge our kind? Fine. Let Emrys and his new companion discover for themselves how hateful those they seek to protect can be. "

"I have tried those spells in the past. They have failed," Morgana admitted with bitter bile.

"You lacked subtlety at those points. You weren't the master that you are now." Morgause indicated. "Besides, as he worries over her, he is distracted. With his attention divided, he cannot be as formidable. Let us see if the sweet Princess truly means what she says. Can she choose between her title and love? Can Emrys choose between his friendships at Camelot and love? It is both a strength and a weakness.

Morgana rolled her eyes. "Others have tried that."

Not like this, they haven't. This plan has _many levels. _Arthur's mind is already being manipulated into distrusting Emrys and splitting them apart. The noble king then takes Mithian back to her father but finds that weak minded fool, Kay, ruling as regent instead. Dear sweet Guinevere will be angry over this choosing to go with that old fool, Gaius, to the other provinces where the disease planted by sorcerous means rages on. Kay will cave to his nobles. Arthur will go along with it. They will dispose of the inconvenient Mithian. Pity that. Emrys will not be able to save her. It will either break him or drive him down the dark path away from Arthur. It is then at their lowest point that Meleagant and our other ally will meet Camelot and Nemeth on the open field. Once they are defeated, Arthur will be captured and forced to capitulate Camelot's throne to you. Kay and the comatose Rodor will be disposed of allowing Meleagant to assume Nemeth's throne," Morgause indicated while peeling back and describing each of her scheme's layers much as a cook would do with an onion.

"You sound as if you know Emrys. If I did, I would…"

Morgause chuckled sarcastically. "Aye I do. And so have you, Morgana, for a long time now. He is the boy who murdered me. _MERLIN!_"

Morgana stared incredulously. "_Merlin? _You've gone mad, Sister!"

Morgause rolled her eyes. "He has fooled you much as he has everyone else, Morgana. He did so to me until the very end when he and Lancelot emptied the Cup of Life and thwarted our plans. Merlin is an exceptional actor and schemer. He played you. He _poisoned you_. And to think, Arthur considers him a bumbling idiot and fool. Now he learns of the Great Lie."

Morgana seethed while considering how the servant had turned on her denying friendship and knowledge that would have benefited her. She frowned at the attempt on her life. "I want him _dead_!"

"There are worse fates than death, Morgana. Trust in that. Deny Merlin his love and king. Let the fools in Camelot turn on him. They will imprison him in their deepest dungeons. Let everyone know him for the lying cad that he is. He will beg for death by the end. Consider Camelot like a basket. It is stronger with all of its strands together than each on its own. Pull the strands and take a few out here and there…."

Morgana grinned. "And the whole basket falls apart."

"Precisely. Meleagant is prepared to play his role in this drama." Morgause sensed an approaching person. "Remember patience and calculation. Do not let your emotions rule you, Morgana. I have laid out a perfect path for you to our vengeance. We have the perfect companions in our quest. The drama unfolds as we speak. All you have to do is to keep your head straight. We shall speak again, Sister…." With that, she faded away into the morning sunlight.

_I cannot believe I was such a fool! Merlin is truly Emrys? Oh how I will make him suffer! Perhaps I can manipulate Kay into a painful execution for that wench. Mithian will die in agony so as Merlin can feel every excruciating second! _Morgana plotted to herself. She allowed herself an icy smile even as the plainly clothed servant rushed toward her. "Yes, Michael?"

"Milady Morgana, my master would like to speak with you. He has a _friend _for you to meet and make plans with. That is all he will tell me. I would appreciate if you follow me," he invited while adding a respectful bow. "Thank you for hearing my plea."

"Your humility and respect is well appreciated, Michael. Lead on if you would," she complimented while following him through the castle's twisting passages. Of course she meant that he knew his place. However the occasional encouragement did insure loyalty toward her and his master.

Nothing was ever black and white, it seemed….

[Throne Room—Fifteen minutes later]

Several floors below that observation point, a hulking man mountain brooded on a stained pine throne. His crimson tinged robes seemed to reflect a fetish for blood, gore and violence on the battlefield that reflected his well-earned reputation. He'd led his knights through the surrounding kingdoms pillaging, murdering and maiming along the way. His iron fist extended over much of the north in a perverted negative view of the prophesized Albion….

…which Meleagant cared nothing for save if he could rule it for himself….

He drank slowly and carefully measuring each sip of the fine wine over his lips and down his throat. He knew better than to underestimate the Lady Morgana, Morgause or even the other guest which sat below the dais to his left. He recalled how formidable a warrior Arthur was. Even as he burned with indignation over the other's cheating in their duel, he respected the younger Pendragon…

…pity that the boy king would be soon deposed and humiliated…

…pity that the servant-queen would be available…perhaps for his own desires….

"You certainly do scheme, my Lord," the Amazonian warrioress assessed. When standing, she loomed at six and a half feet tall with icy silver locks and dark eyes. Underneath her chain mail and breast plate, her lithe form obscured tremendous strength and sorcerous abilities of her own. Her eyes shone purposefully at the host. "Remember Morgause promised each of us a piece of the spoils."

"I am foregoing my pleasure at watching Arthur bleed on my sword point for your pleasure, Radegund," he reminded her pointedly. "I don't often take advice from spirits on such matters."

"Morgause has returned from the netherworld. Surviving that merits our consideration. Breaking Arthur and those overrated knights will be a pleasure," she declared not letting too much emotion into her voice. "I think Arthur could stand some Amazonian hospitality. Let the boy learn his place." She shrugged coldly. She noted Morgana's entrance into the room. "Lady Morgana, it is good to see you again."

"Empress Radegund, it's a pleasure to be in your company once more," Morgana greeted politely while allowing a slight nod of the head. "And Milord Meleagant, I do appreciate the time to recover and hear of Morgause's plans."

"Yes. It seems your stepsister has been busy. She lays a banquet before us. Let us feast carefully lest we choke on it," he advised with care. He motioned to Michael. "Pour the Lady Morgana some wine."

"At once, Milord." Michael hustled to the table. There he poured wine from the emerald bottle into a silver goblet. He walked it over to the high priestess. "For you, Milady."

"Thank you." Morgana smiled at the servant before turning back to the host and other guest. She took a small sip from her chalice and set it down on the small end table beside her chair. "Are your forces prepared, Lord Meleagant?"

"My knights practice at the _melee_ as we speak. They will be well rested and prepared before our march toward Nemeth. How will your warriors be, Radegund?"

"Trust in my Amazons to be the better of _any _knight of Camelot. They know of the Pendragon penchant for treachery well. I too know and understand of Uther's poisonous dealings. It will be my pleasure to bring his brat son to heel and place Lady Morgana on the throne," Radegund noted sagely. "I have only the _most serene pleasures _in mind for Arthur." She smirked wickedly; the bile almost seeming to drip front the sides of her mouth. "As you have already said, Milord, we should savor the feast carefully lest we choke. Consider all and leave nothing to chance."

"Nothing indeed." He clapped his hands summoning the other servants with a feast for their stomach to match the brewing one for their vengeance. "For now, let's enjoy!"

Morgana nodded in silent appreciation. She savored the smells of the roast capon and fresh vegetables in front of herself. _This time, Merlin and Arthur, I will squash you both like the bugs you are!_


	8. Issues in Nemeth

Chapter 8 [Nemeth—Whitgate]

[A/N: No I haven't forgotten about Nemeth….]

Prince Kay sat on his father's throne with a heavy heart. He knew his father had prepared him well for this burden. He'd listened patiently to his subjects' concerns. He'd trained with his fellow knights. He'd inspected the outer defenses making sure that the fortifications remained sound all around.

Still restlessness unsettled him. Much as a serf might keep watch on the sky for brewing storms, he'd considered what lay beyond the horizon. He knew what had happened in the council room was no accident. His head buzzed from Morgause's spell although he didn't know it….

Rather than suspect the true source, the enchantment pushed him toward his sister. From speaking to the shaken courtiers, Mithan was the source of the attack. Her spell had devastated the area disabling their father and paralyzing the kingdom once again. He had no doubt that Morgana had indoctrinated her somehow making the Princess into the perfect fall person….

…and leaving him with no choice but to deal with her like any other criminal….

_Why, Mithian? Didn't Father treat us all well? _He morosely shook his head before heading back toward the physician's quarters. His footfalls echoed heavily in his ears with each contact with the granite under his boots. He really didn't want to put his sister through what would come…

…but the law was clear…

_It's best that Father can't see this. _The Prince grimaced at the thought of a burning in the village square. His heart ached over putting her through the agony. As he strode painfully into the chamber, he noted the middle aged man with white streaks through his dark hair studying a careworn brown covered text at a chipped workbench. He noted Rodor lying prone on the bed not even fifty feet from that man. "Master Wyngate? Any word?"

"Pardon me, Prince Kay!" Wyngate realized before jumping to his feet. He breathed heavily while worrying about his lack of results.

"Calm yourself. I just wish for an update," the regent assured him. "Any word on the King?"

"No, Prince Kay. There is no reason why he has not revived. I am at wit's end over it. Sir Ywain has departed for Camelot to seek out Gaius' assistance. I apologize for not seeking your permission first," the physician explained.

"I am pleased. Calm yourself, Master Wyngate. I did ask Sir Galahad to go search for the Princess," the regent assured the physician.

"I sent Sir Galahad in search of supplies at the market, Milord. He and Ywain wished to do each other's tasks. I was not in the position to argue with two of your elite knights, was I?" Wyngate revealed.

"No you were not. If Sir Ywain was not the better tracker, I'd be angrier with them both," Prince Kay noted tersely; the magical influence buzzing in his head distracting him from the true state of affairs. He brushed his father's hair straightening it into its usual style. "You will inform me if anything changes?"

"At once, Sire," Wyngate promised. "I hope that Sir Ywain will return shortly with Gaius and more help as needed. Speaking of help, I do not know where Britomart is. She should have been back hours ago from gathering herbs."

"I came from the herbarium. She wasn't there," Kay indicated. "I should send Galahad to pursue her. I do not have time to indulge her delusions of grandeur!"

"Hardly delusions of grandeur, Sire. Britomart is incredibly loyal to the King and your sister. She would not be denied the opportunity to help your family," Wyngate indicated.

"King Arthur," Prince Kay seethed in rage over the other ruler's name. His breath caught in his suddenly arid throat. "Yes well…I will await word of that _as well_. Thank you, Master Wyngate. I will allow you to return to caring for the King. I pray that Britomart regains her sense and returns before I have to take other measures." With that, he departed for his duties once more.

Master Wyngate shivered sensing that something was off. He couldn't put his finger on what it was about Prince Kay but it was definitely off. _Hopefully Gaius will know what to do!_

[Forest just within Camelot's Outer Border]

Even as Prince Kay discovered his absence, Ywain leaned up against a stout oak tree. He watched as his horse drank deeply from the adjacent Raeldon River. He sighed deeply hoping that his ruler would hang in there until he returned with help.

A low growl echoed from thirty feet away.

The horse picked its head up; its ears perking at the sounds anxiously.

"_Malodius, _what is it?" Ywain queried without a bit of fear in his voice. He strolled with a relaxed gait over to his mount's side. "Gwdyon, you know he won't hurt you." He rubbed the anxious steed's side reassuringly.

From behind the nearby tree, a large lion strode into the light. A slight breeze ruffled his mane. His eyes squinted in concentration. He stared past the knight back down the path in the direction from which they'd came. He roared in challenge.

Ywain drew his sword from its scabbard on his left hip and holding it at the ready. "I see." He strode in that direction. "COME OUT!"

From the woods, a rider in a snow white hood and cloak cantered across the river on a midnight black steed. Slender chain mail covered arms and dark brown gloves held a pair of leather reins. A scabbard slapped against a chain mail clad hip. "Calm yourself, Sir Ywain and please advise _Malodius _to do the same," a feminine voice advised with as much metal as it could manage.

"Britomart? What are you doing here? Certainly Sir Galahad and Master Wyngate need your medical knowledge with King Rodor," he pressed.

"Master Wyngate can certainly handle matters there, Sir Knight. How can I leave Princess Mithian missing? I can help here _more_!" Britomart countered. She unwrapped a piece of meat from her saddlebag and offered it to the lion. "For you, my friend. Thank you for not attacking me."

_Malodius _sniffed the offering and gently grabbed onto it.

"We don't know if the Princess is alive, Britomart. I do hope she is but…." He sighed deeply.

"Princess Mithian is _alive_, Sir Ywain! And to accuse her of attacking King Rodor is _ridiculous_! She worships him! I cannot believe she is a witch. That hag, Morgana, enchanted her somehow!" she pressed.

He wanted to agree with her. For all of her pride and willfulness, Britomart knew Princess Mithian best of everyone save the King and Prince Kay. Despite what the councilors had said, he also hoped that Morgana had acted through the Princess….

…even if she didn't intend to hurt them, the Princess' actions reeked of witchcraft which constituted a fatal offense.

"I cannot say one way or the other, Milady. I thank you for treating _Malodius_ kindly," he expressed gratefully. "Let us seek out King Arthur's aid for our situation, shall we?" He nodded to his unique companion.

_Malodius _harunged expectantly.

"And not presume anything, my friends." She patted the lion's left front shoulder before climbing back onto her mount.

"I concur." Ywain spurred his horse on, leading them all down the path toward Camelot. He knew well that time flowed through the hourglass. They needed help and desperately so.

But what would they find when they got there? That was the million shilling query….


	9. Betrayals

Chapter 9 [Camelot]

[A/N: And now Morgause's spells are _really _going to upset the apple cart! Gulp!]

Much as the mystical manipulation twisted people's perceptions in Nemeth, the malicious static perverted Camelot's virtue as well. The peasants stared sarcastically at each other refusing to help each other. Nobles focused on their own households rather than the common service. Suspicions flared among all to unrealized highs.

And by Morgause's intent, those who had magic were especially high on the designated target list…

Especially in the royal palace, this was especially so….

[Physician's Chambers]

Merlin toiled to duplicate his previous efforts with feverish precision. He measured out wolfsbane and rosemary before mashing more of the needed paste. As he scraped more into a set of bottles, he sealed them and threw more herbs and water into the bowl. At these points, he murmured an enhancement spell and started in with the pestle again.

Over to the side, Gaius grimaced in silent discomfort. His sinuses stuffed up for some reason. His perceptions felt fogged over. Unexplained anger and resentment burned inside of himself….

…feelings toward his young charge who had his back turned toward him….

"Gaius, sorry but really could use your help on this." Merlin quirked an eyebrow in wonder. "Are you all right?"

"Of course," the mentor retorted curtly. _How dare that little leech order me about? Just because he has magic! _He grabbed an empty bottle and padded over to the warlock.

"Gaius, why aren't you doing more? We have this batch to get out," Merlin pressed knowing that the elder's inactivity wasn't like him.

"Oh I'll do plenty," Gaius retorted as he swung the bottle and hit Merlin in the head.

The impact knocked Merlin out against the table.

"How's that?" Gaius queried almost triumphantly. He fought down the feelings of regret at his attack before marching to the door. He opened it for Lionel, Percival and Elyan. "He's out cold. Do what you will with him. Where's Gawain?"

"The weakling would not go along with it. He escaped. No matter. The King has something appropriate for this traitor. William will be along to bring the cure to Nemeth along with Arthur himself," Elyan groused as he and the others grabbed Merlin. They dragged him out the door and down the hall.

Gaius collected the two types of remedies sorting them into their respective boxes for the journeys at hand. He ignored the regret and remorse burning at his conscience. _I did the right thing. Why are these feelings pestering me? I really *don't* have time for this! _

[Royal Bedchambers]

Mithian admired the fine lavender dress in the body length mirror. She felt herself relaxing and enjoying life for the first time in weeks….

…splendid fashions….

…a fantastic man worthy of her who loved her as much as she loved him….

…the acceptance of her former rival…

"The color and material suit you, Princess Mithian," Gwen complimented warmly. She inspected the visitor with a careful eye. "You seem to be feeling better. Perhaps because of a certain servant?"

Mithian sighed deeply and blushed. "It's that obvious?"

Gwen made a point of consideration before arching her eyebrow. "When you both kiss and _shake a castle over it_? I'd say you're in love," she teased. "I've never seen _Merlin _like this either."

"I don't understand. I mean when I first arrived, I was practically begging him to accept me, Queen Guinevere. I felt like I was breaking into the All Boys' Club between Arthur and him. Then it's like something changed after we defeated Morgana and put Father back on the throne. Feelings developed along with this link. And that was before we learned about each other's magic," Mithian surmised hesitantly. "Listen to me go on. You're the Queen and I'm an interloper."

Gwen let out a gentle snort. "Why? Because you're my husband's former _fiancée_? Princess, you graciously stepped aside, supported Arthur and me, kept peace between our realms and been nothing but a friend for years! Please stop with the interloper nonsense already! It is my _pleasure _to see you like this!"

"So the _magic _and _the status difference between Merlin and me _doesn't bother you? The King seemed to be indignant over both," Mithian queried with apparent insecurity.

"I'm a former servant married to a king. Why should it matter if he's a soon-to-be former servant married to a future queen? It's not like Merlin hasn't done enough to be ennobled. On the contrary, it won't be difficult to make that case. Arthur doesn't want to lose his best man around the household. I believe that I can make him see that Merlin's efforts won't be lost but rather _redirected _so that he might be placed in a role where his unique talents and yours can best suit Camelot and Nemeth. Let me work on him," Gwen assured her. "And please drop the Queen title when we're in private. Gwen is fine if I can call you Mithian."

"I'd love that. Thank you," Mithian expressed with relief. "If only Arthur would accept Merlin and me. I know my brother will have a snit over it. Thank you for being my friend."

"You make it easy," Gwen declared. "And thank you for making Merlin happy."

"Oh I don't know about that! He seemed to have his knickers in a twist over my kissing him," Mithian presumed.

"Trust me. I haven't seen him _this _happy in a long time if _ever_. I…." Mithian noticed Arthur enter the chamber angrily. "Sire, once again thank you for the hospitality. I…." She started to courtesy respectfully.

Arthur frowned; the magical static clouding his judgment. "You do shake things up, don't you, Princess? Trying to seduce my liege man, turn my Queen against me and using sorcery at my court. You should be ashamed."

"Arthur Pendragon, that is _enough_! You will apologize. Mithian is here at _my _invitation," Gwen chastised vehemently. Her eyes glared angrily into his. Her fists balled in frustration.

"You forget your place, _Guinevere_. I believe you are supposed to be accompanying Gaius to the outer provinces? I will see to our traitorous squatter here," he retorted firmly while grasping the guest's arm in an iron grip.

"Unhand me this instant! I have committed no crime!" Mithian protested.

"A messenger arrived only hours ago. He reported to me that you cast a spell against your father and his council," he reported. "That is an act of treason against your king and fellow nobles."

"Is that true?" Gwen inquired aghast.

"NO! I did not deliberately cast a spell. The magic had been building up within me thanks to Morgana's bracelet." Mithian fumed indignantly. "I tried to warn them and then leave the room before anything happened! I didn't know what was happening! I hurt Merlin too but he understands. Why can't you, King Arthur? Why? I am no traitor to you or Nemeth! Certainly you can ask Merlin?"

"Your fellow sorcerer is being dealt with presently. I will not allow him to twist things or lie to me as he has for years now!" Arthur stormed; the spells poisoning his mind more so. "It is my duty to take you back to your people for judgement. Come quietly."

"No! What are you doing to Merlin? He's been _nothing _but your _loyal friend_, _brother _and _servant_! He used his magic to _save you_! You _owe the throne to him! _AND THIS IS HOW YOU TREAT HIM?"

Arthur backhanded her mechanically. "That is not how you speak to a king!" he retorted uncharacteristically. "Knights!"

Six of Camelot's knights rushed into the room.

"The Queen is not to leave these chambers until I return from Nemeth. As for the sorceress, we will let her own people deal with her," Arthur pronounced. He twisted Mithian's hands behind her back and bound her. Then he gagged her with a stagnant cloth. "You've said too much already. And to think I _ever _thought you worthy of marriage?" He motioned to the knights. "Take her to the horses. We leave within the hour."

Mithian struggled and fought with every step as she was practically dragged from the bedchamber. She screamed into the gag; the pleas of which still echoed back to their ears.

"Think on this, Guinevere. I shall deal with you when I return," Arthur added almost robotically. He strutted from the room and slammed the door behind himself. He clicked the locks closed with his metallic key.

Gwen rushed to the door and pounded on it loudly. "Arthur! ARTHUR! YOU WILL OPEN THE DOOR THIS INSTANT!" For several minutes, she continued this assault on the barrier before backing off. Her anger burned in her psyche. Her indignation over the souring state of affairs ripped at her heart.

_How could Arthur have treated Merlin and Mithian like this? How could he be like this with *her*? Didn't he love her?_

She paced angrily allowing her mood and footsteps to burn off the energy lest it consume her. She felt the anger and static around herself. She gasped again.

So much like in the tower where Morgana had used the mandrake root against her…..

_Morgana_….

And it was at that moment that it hit her. "She cast a spell but not even she is that powerful!"

On cue, a taunting cackle echoed off of the granite around the Queen grating on her ears.

"Lady Morgana! Enough games! FACE ME!" Gwen demanded.

_Such an undignified tone. Really? _Morgana's astral presence materialized in front of the imprisoned royal. "And to think you thought yourself beyond my skill." The priestess grinned wickedly; her eyes shining like a cobra's. "At least you aren't in the dungeon or on your way to be executed, Gwen. I haven't done that to you _yet_. I see you're immune to the magical manipulation. Pity. I will leave you alive so that you can watch as Merlin suffers. Arthur will be dealt with as well. Soon I will sit on the throne." She waved her hand menacingly. "That doesn't mean you will be allowed to interfere._ C__adal__!"_

Gwen collapsed unceremoniously onto the bed and fell into a deep sleep.

Morgana shook her head. She had mourned the former friendship she'd once shared with Gwen. However the plan had to proceed. _You made your choice. Now deal with it! _With that she faded away into the afternoon light.

The die was cast or so it seemed….


	10. Merlin Endures

Chapter 10 [Dungeon Beneath the Royal Castle—A Half Hour Later]

Merlin groaned heavily as his senses slowly returned to him. Pain's crimson fog hung low over his eyes. The jackhammer blitzed away pounding his temples and besieging his brain. He couldn't move his wrists….

…wait…_couldn't move his wrists?_

Mithian's panic, anger and desperation jabbed through the tempest.

_Mithian's panic?_

He ground his teeth and forced his eyes open. His nose wrinkled at the obnoxious yet familiar stench from the dankest of Camelot's cells. As he struggled to move his hands, he discovered that iron manacles held them firmly in place along with his ankles and waist. The dim lighting made it hard to see. Worse he tasted a dirty rag stuffed into his mouth effectively gagging him. He looked around anxiously trying to understand how he could escape this fate.

Five minutes into the ordeal, three sets of footsteps echoed off of the stones. A fierce muffled muttering signified someone was fighting….

_They have both of us. What the bloody blazes? Arthur's not Uther…. _Merlin raised his eyes to find his sovereign watching him through the bars. He tried to speak through the gag but wasn't coherent.

"I am sorry, Merlin. You betrayed me by using magic covertly. I will deal with you upon my return from Nemeth. Meantime you can sit down here and think on your horrible crimes. My father tried to warn me about you but I was blinded by friendship. No longer." Arthur glared at his servant.

_Merlin, are you there? Are you all right? _Mithian asked desperately over their link.

_Mithian? Where are you? I…. _Merlin's eyes went wide as she was dragged before him.

She averted her face so that he wouldn't see the bruise forming on her cheek and the black eye. The dress which Gwen had given to her now sported several tears. Tears welled behind her eyes but she wouldn't give their captors the pleasure of seeing them. She fought against the two knights holding her.

"Think on what you've done, Merlin. Because of you, Princess Mithian violated her station and the law. I'm sure her brother will deal with her accordingly. I have instructed that a scaffold be erected for you. You will be sent to the flames," Arthur pronounced.

_Merlin, be strong for me. This will not stand! Kay will see reason. He will exile me. When he does, I will raise an army to rescue you, my Warlock! _she assured him telepathically.

_They hit you? How can they? _Merlin struggled against the bonds holding him fast.

_These are but minor things. As long as you are alive, I will endure. I love you, Merlin. Have faith in us, _she insisted.

_I love you, Mithian! I will escape and come for you! I so swear! _he vowed in return.

"Do not look for Guinevere to aid you, Merlin. I have placed her under house arrest. And Gaius has already departed for the provinces. Do enjoy your last days." He motioned to the knights. "Bring the Princess."

The two knights fought and dragged the truculent Princess over every cobble and stone toward the door.

_I LOVE YOU! _Merlin reiterated.

_And I you! BE STRONG! _she asserted while disappearing toward the stairs.

"To think you could love a Princess?" Arthur laughed mockingly at the captive warlock before following the trio out of the prison block.

As the footsteps faded away once more, Merlin slumped onto the hay under his rear end. Salty moisture stung his eyes. His hands were numb from the constricting chains. His chest felt cold.

From nowhere, a strong impact jerked his head back knocking it against the granite. _MITHIAN!_

Alas he couldn't hear her. Her aura felt weaker as if unconscious.

_How can you, Arthur? We did nothing wrong! _He pushed himself through the pain to piece together the situation. _Gaius was in on it too? How can that be? He would NEVER betray me! And Arthur would NEVER hurt Gwen! _He strained ineffectually against the chains once again.

"Poor poor Merlin. The ruse is now up. Now we all know you, Merlin, Or should I say EMRYS?" Morgana stepped into the dim lighting "My, my…this is a _nasty situation _you are in! It would be useful to be able to cast a spell now wouldn't it? Pity you cannot." She grinned triumphantly allowing a sinister cackle to grate on his ears. "You are going to suffer, Emrys. I will see to _that._" She held up an apple and waved it in front of the bars.

On cue, his stomach growled.

"You want this. Don't you?" She bit into the fruit crisply savoring the bite and putting on a show of eating it in front of him.

He glared at her not giving an inch to the High Priestess.

"Such a stare! _My, my!_" she taunted sarcastically. "Remember, Emrys, you can't do anything. "I on the other hand _can _cast spells. I have magnified those emotions and feelings. Oh I do think you hunger! Well _starve for a while! _Think on what you cost me! This time you cannot stop me. And yes I know about the link between you and your precious princess. I am not blocking it because I want you to feel her pain. You will suffer. Perhaps I might even go to Ealdor and meet up with Hunith. I'm sure your mother will want to meet Mithian. They might even get a chance to talk during their trial. Prince Kay will be _more than happy _to let them share the pyre, I'm sure."

He struggled angrily against the chains.

"Such fierceness! What's the expression? All bark but no bite? Then again, thanks to that gag, you have _neither_! Rot in your filth! Feel _pain_!" Morgana concluded before disappearing into the shadows once more.

Merlin frowned and struggled against the chains. He didn't want to give any one the satisfaction but felt no choice. He had to get free but the chains were unrelenting. Finally he stopped in order to allow his hands a bit of rest.

Morgana seemed to have everything in hand. It looked bleak.

And with everyone turned against him, he had no way to intervene….


	11. Simultaneous Movements

Chapter 11

[Uriens Castle—Sunset]

Above the ancient fortifications, dark blood red clouds blossomed across the sky. Obsidian thunder sparked across them to the serenade of thunderous cannonades. The ground shook from the fury above.

A dark omen indeed….

As if passing through a door from one room to another, Morgana's magic enabled her to pass between shadows spanning the leagues between Camelot and Uriens in a few heartbeats. She smirked in anticipation savoring that the pieces were indeed falling into place this time….

…but this time _permanently_….

Gaius absently proceeded toward the provinces unaware of the dangers lying in wait there….

Under the cover of a concealment spell, Arthur and several of his knights escorted a chained and gagged Mithian toward Whitgate. As with the aged healer, they had no idea of the reception that she and her allies would stage for them.

She even convinced Odin to gather his forces and attack Ealdor. With a magical assist, those soldiers sat just out of view of the village and prepared to wipe it off the map…..

"Camelot is divided. Nemeth is weak. Emrys cannot help. Dear sweet Gwen is contained." Morgana bragged to herself confidently.

"You do savor your entertainment, Sister," Morgause observed while phasing through the nearby wall. "You were thorough."

"Your possession spell did its work well, Morgause," Morgana praised. "I wonder though why Gwen wasn't taken by it though?"

"She gained immunity because of what you did with the mandrake root. No matter. You negated the pretend queen easily enough. She will die along with the others." Morgause shrugged. "After her betrayal several years ago I'm sure you would agree?"

"She loves my dear brother too much to be trusted. No matter. As with Emrys, I wish for Arthur to feel her die as he languishes helplessly. Radegund, I trust, has his accommodations ready?" Morgana supposed.

"Aye she does. Come." Morgause teleported them both away.

[Meleagant's Throne Room]

Fresh off of the sorceress spirit's assistance in their plans, Meleagant studied his battle plans carefully. With Rodor comatose, most of the knights still recovering from Odin's invasion and Kay under the witches' control, he knew Nemeth was paralyzed. He hoped that Morgana would hold up her end in neutralizing Arthur Pendragon's ace in the hole (whoever or whatever that was).

With those factors out of play, the vaunted Knights of Camelot were isolated from any assistance and caught in a vice between his own forces and Radegund's Amazons….

Meleagant smiled wickedly. While she didn't tell him what she had in mind for the Pendragon, Radegund had promised to humiliate the young king in a way he would never recover from. Perhaps watching his precious peasant warriors slaughtered before his eyes would do the trick. Still knowing the Amazon Empress, he could almost smell something deeper and more insidious in the works…..

"Greetings, my Lord," Morgana greeted her host after she and Morgause reappeared in the chamber.

"Milady Morgana, I trust you've had a _most productive afternoon_?" he inquired expectantly. His right eyebrow arching several inches in anticipation of his savored victory.

"Of course. Arthur and his knights are alone. He is without assistance or allies as I have promised. His queen lies under the same sleeping trance as Rodor. I have separated him from his greatest assets. Now he is ripe for defeat and slaughter," Morgana reported. "Are your men ready?"

"They await in the courtyard. Morgause, are Radegund and her Amazons in place?" he queried impatiently.

"Then suit up, Meleagant. Nemeth's crown awaits you as Camelot's awaits me," Morgana indicated confidently.

He marched toward the side room where his squires and crimson armor awaited. His mouth watered with anticipation.

The moment was _finally _at hand.

Ten minutes later, he emerged from the area clad from head to toe in his battle gear.

"It suits you," Morgana complimented as they teleported toward the developing siege.

[Rise Above Ealdor]

Odin sat astride a dark warhorse purposefully. He glanced back toward the army of knights and foot soldiers behind himself. He shook his head.

_What does Morgause care of this petty village? It's a bunch of stupid farmers! And to want that Hunith wench alive? _

He sucked in a heavy breath. After dealing with his own people's scorn over the forced peace with Camelot, he wanted to shove it right back in Arthur's face. And if the two witches said that the targeted peasant wench was a key piece, Hunith would be theirs.

He raised his hand in preparation.

In response, a torch was raised. It touched another lighting it in turn. And so on…And so on….

Odin watched the activity as the deadly swarm built in mass in the late afternoon sun.

"ATTACK!" He ordered sending the army down onto the unsuspecting village.

[Outside of Nemeth's Walls]

Radegund considered the knights on top of the fortifications carefully. While she wasn't prone to standing in the open with her Amazon warriors, the situation favored them. She knew that the witches' magic had befuddled the leadership within the walls. Nemeth's knights—what few of them there were—remained decimated by the previous occupation. Then she and her warriors held the trade routes coming in and out of the area.

Finally there was the matter of reinforcements. She had Meleagant's forces. Nemeth had Arthur and a smaller army.

And when it came to fighting men, the Amazon leader knew where her shillings would be placed….

She walked the area being careful to stay out of bow shot and advised the others to do the same. _Perhaps they will surrender once we deal with Arthur! He is their only hope…as if a MAN could be that? _She sniggered to herself. _We'll see how reliable Meleagant is. If it wasn't for Morgana and Morgause telling me to trust him, I wouldn't! _

"My Queen!" a red haired warrior clad in buckskin interjected with a polite bow.

"Diera, what is the state of the tunnel?" Radegund queried evenly.

"Our sisters dig away at the walls and toward the city from the east. Whitgate doesn't know we're underneath. The tunnel will be complete within a few hours and…." Diera started to report. She stopped at the forming mist behind the Queen. "Milady! Look!"

Radegund nodded knowingly. "It is the work of our allies. Be at ease." She noted Morgana and the Red Knight stepping onto the battlefield. "It's about time you showed up, Meleagant. My warriors have cut the city off and are sapping the walls. We will have a tunnel in place by morning if needed."

"Excellent!" He held up a bone horn and held it to his mouth. Several loud and poignant notes pierced the air.

From the mists, the sound of many loud footsteps marching in unison could be heard. An army of crimson clad infantry perhaps two thousand in number strode into view. As per their disciplinary training, they lined up in their squads and awaited orders.

Meleagant inspected his troops in a cursory fashion. Then he cleared his throat. "We know why we're here! We are fighting alongside Queen Radegund and the Amazon warriors! Work together with them! Between our numbers and theirs, we shall crush Whitgate and Nemeth's remaining defenses! Then we shall deal with Camelot! Respect the Amazons and they will do the same for us! Take Nemeth and reassert our ancestral claim!"

A loud cheer echoed up from the aligned troops.

"Surround the city and…." Radegund started to instruct before a loud explosion echoed up from the damaged western wall. "By the gods!"

Meleagant drew his sword. "FORWARD! TAKE THE CITY!" He climbed onto his horse and galloped off toward the breach in Whitgate's walls. "AMAZONS, FOLLOW US!"

The combined army quickly overwhelmed the defensive forces waiting for them at the breach, dispatching them for whatever reward they had coming to them. For almost an hour, the clanging of swords echoed from the ramparts and the city itself. Then all went silent.

Radegund prodded Prince Kay forward at the point of her sword. After defeating him almost too easily, she guided him toward her ally. "I believe you are looking for this one." She pushed her prisoner down to his knees in front of Meleagant.

"Prince Kay of Nemeth, once again, it is a _pleasure_. Pity your father cannot lead. You certainly have shown less than fit capabilities as ruler. I believe since we have defeated you, we should rule. Per my agreement with Queen Radegund, the throne…." Meleagant greeted sarcastically stopping to allow himself the moment. Then he snatched the golden crown from Kay's head. "…the throne _is mine_!" He set the crown on his own mane and smirked confidently.

"Even as weak as our walls are, there is no rational way they would collapse on their own! You used magic!" Kay protested.

_Of course we did! _From the mists, Morgana sauntered into view like a triumphant cat. "Why hello, Prince Kay. This is a _messy _situation, isn't it? Pity you sided with my brother! It has cost you your throne. Soon it will cost your family your lives! Princess Mithian is heading here as we speak thanks to Arthur. You both will be tried and executed for sorcery! Arthur will suffer humiliation. What we all can get, correct?"

"You have _no _honor, Morgana Pendragon! My father and sister _never _meant you harm! We do not enforce the laws against magic here. You force what you do not want! How can you do this? We are a _peaceful people_!" Kay protested angrily.

"A weak flock of sheep waiting to be struck down, you mean," Meleagant scoffed. "Bind the Prince and take him to the dungeon. We'll deal with him along with his sister!"

As the Prince was dragged away, he yelled, "This isn't over! Arthur will save us! You'll see!"

"Men!" Radegund rolled her eyes indignantly. "You have your throne, King Meleagant. Make sure you honor your agreement with my kingdom and me."

"I shall. And that goes both ways," the Red Knight reminded her tersely.

"Let's not fight before my brother's arrival. There is plenty of glory still to be had!" Morgana interceded. She perked an ear and listened intently. "Ah he is coming into position now! Be ready! I go to _accelerate _the process!" She pointed to the spot between them. "Morgause and I will bring them out _here_. Be ready."

"This will be a day long remembered!" Radegund crowed. "The accursed Pendragon will fall! No longer will my kind be hunted like animals."

"Milady Morgana, we shall sit on our respective thrones as we were meant to. Bring your brother here. We shall _welcome _him before our good queen has her way," he presumed. He blew several more notes on his horn getting those troops still outside of the city to reassemble by him.

"Aye. I look forward to _that _fight!" Radegund waved her white banner to get her sister warriors' attention. "Morgana, bring the Pendragon and Camelot! We shall be ready!"

"Oh I have _every confidence _in you both. Be back shortly," Morgana concluded before vanishing back into the mists and the anticipated triumph ahead.

"Remember, the _glory _of defeating the brat-king is _mine_ as per our agreement," Radegund reiterated to Meleagant.

"I have a good memory for accords, Milady," he assured her. While he didn't like to be addressed in such ways, he remembered Morgana's point. _We do need each other…FOR NOW. After that, we'll see! _He felt the new crown resting on his head and nodded with satisfaction. His hands motioned to his subordinates where they should position themselves to best supplement the Amazons' resources and their own. He knew the forces within the city were already hard at work pillaging Whitgate for themselves.

From the city itself, plumes of dark smoke underscored _that _point.

"A glorious day indeed," he asserted. "Come to us, Arthur. Camelot will fall as well!"

[Woods—Thirty miles from Camelot]

Morgause floated into view from behind a stand of oak trees. Just a quarter mile down the path, she sensed Arthur and his knights approaching her position. If she let them pass, they'd be in the trap in a couple of days' time.

Let the Princess-witch suffer…

Let Arthur stew…

She rolled her eyes at her desires. _Have you not learned ANYTHING from those mistakes? Just close the trap! _She waved her hands summoning a large magical fog bank with special properties. "We all want to give the little brat what's coming to her. Fine."

Morgana stepped into view beside her. "You do your work well, Sister."

"As do you. Are our forces in position?" the spirit queried.

"Odin and his forces ride into Ealdor for Emrys' mother as we speak. Meanwhile Meleagant and Radegund have surrounded Nemeth. All that awaits is for Arthur to complete the journey there. Then we'll have them all," Morgana reported. She waved her hands and cast yet another spell. "There. Can't let Mithian alerting them. Now can we?"

Morgause nodded with grim satisfaction. "You _are _accounting for everything, Sister. Excellent!"

"Especially with that vain fool, Gawain, and Mithian's followers still out there. We will hunt them all down yet," Morgana vowed. "Hide, Sister. They're here."

"We shall do so indeed," Morgause concurred as they concealed themselves behind the trees.

In such ways, the last parts of the trap were waiting to be sprung…..


	12. Arthur Ambushed

Chapter 12

Not anticipating the ambush, Camelot's finest knights pressed hard down the path. Despite the hour, the horses' hooves clomped rapidly barely touching the parched earth underneath them. Their purpose drove them ever onward….

…or rather it was _Arthur's purpose_…

The monarch, despite the other knights' pleas to stop, kept the pace up. The sorcerous static clouded his judgment. While he normally would've advocated stopping for the night, making camp and keeping watch, the boosted hatred for magic and its practitioners drove him onward. Within the hour, they'd be halfway to Whitgate at their current pace. Allowing for a couple more water breaks for the horses, he wanted to be there just after day break. "KEEP MOVING!"

"SIRE! PLEASE!" Lionel called ahead to his king. "We all need to rest! We can still be there by mid day tomorrow!"

"NO! Must get there as soon as possible! Her brother will _deal _with her!" Arthur spat venomously denying the accused any opportunity to use her talents to escape. "PRESS ON!"

Despite their agreement on the issue (and the spell egging them on too), they all needed a few minutes' rest time and to eat something. The knights shook their heads and kept going hoping that they wouldn't nod off in mid gallop or worse….

For her part, Mithian remained obsessed with just staying on the horse's back and maintaining their rate of speed. While she might have fallen off on purpose and tried to slip away, Morgana telepathically threatened that Merlin and her father would pay for any indiscretion of that nature. During one of the few water breaks, she'd asked (with hand motions) to be tied onto the horse. At that point, however, her eyes went wide.

Ahead of them, she felt the energy build up from Morgause's fog spell. Her eyes went wide. _They're striking now! It's a trap! _

_You have to let Arthur know! Morgana has to be behind it! Be careful! _Merlin advised from his cell.

_Of course she's behind it! I…. _Mithian felt her cheeks redden with shame at her anger toward him. _Oh, Merlin. I'm sorry. I'm scared for my family and you. It's getting to me. I wish I could free us._

_I know. Me too. Morgana's done something to the cell. Besides being tied up, the spell's not allowing me to use my magic! Enough of me. You be careful. I love you, _Merlin assured her.

Mithian felt her chest warming despite her present circumstances. _You too. I love…. _Then a numbing burst of energy hit her like a tidal wave. Before she knew what had happened, she drooped onto the saddle. Her unconscious form managed to stay in the saddle due to her earlier foresight.

_Mithian? MITHIAN! _Merlin pleaded while guessing what had just happened.

_Oh Mithian, Mithian, Mithian. Really now, Emrys! This is SO entertaining! _Morgana ridiculed with a mix of glee and venom in her tone. _Of course it's a trap. What? You REALLY didn't think I wasn't going to welcome my dear brother, did you? What kind of hostess did you take me for?_

_So help me…._

_So help you what? Your threats are PATHETIC! We've already taken Nemeth. Soon Arthur will be beaten and we'll deal with the in-laws so to speak. Don't worry. I haven't forgotten about *you* either. When I come to claim the Crown, we shall settle our past accounts! There's nothing you can do this time! I've seen to that! DEAL WITH IT! _Morgana snapped before shutting him off.

She'd waited a long time for this particular triumph and determined to squeeze every bit of satisfaction from it….

Arthur pressed on further ignoring Mithian's situation, the telepathic melodrama and his knights' needs behind him. He only knew the need for justice, giving the help that Rodor needed and then making an example out of the traitorous couple. _How could they? HOW? I trusted them! I should have known that Mithian was using that bracelet to play on my generosity! I…._

Right in front of him, the mists thickened rapidly. Rising without a rational cause or reason, the unnatural ground cover obscured everything around them in a twilit woods be it trees, the grass, the sounds about them and even the majority of the light.

"SIRE! WE…." Perceval tried to warn before the hungry fog enveloped them swallowing the entire party whole.

Having done its apparently grisly task, the fog melted away just as quickly as it had come leaving no trace of itself or the traveling party in its wake.

"I am accounting for _everything _this time," Morgana hissed to the now empty path. She turned to Morgause. "We really should be getting back to Whitgate. I _do so _want to see Arthur's defeat!"

"Our job here is done. I say why not? Besides Radegund is due her sport now," the spirit concurred clearly enjoying the deed as much as her half-sister did. She waved her hands teleporting them both away for the next stage.

[Former Battle Site—Outside of Whitgate]

Despite it being only a few minutes since Morgana's departure for the forest proper, Radegund and Meleagant had their forces aligned and ready for the ambush. The combined Amazonian and Cawdorian troops surrounded the designated circle allowing an area of about thirty yards in their midst…

…after all nobody wanted to be standing too close when the group appeared at full gallop….

"Watch closely! Be aware! These are the Knights of Camelot!" Meleagant reminded them all loudly. He wasn't about to take any chances despite the witches' strutting and bragging.

"And my warriors are the equal of _any man_, my lord knight!" Radegund retorted sharply. "Your warriors have the reputation as well. Is it for naught? Have confidence! There is no escape for them." She passed the edge of her blade coldly over a whetstone. With each word came another sharpening cut of the stone. With each heartbeat came another stab wound.

He wanted to respond but reason took over. Besides he understood well her advice. In a move not given often on his part, he nodded to her. "I do not wish to take _anything _for granted."

"Neither do I. We have this accounted for however." The Amazonian ruler felt a twitch of her own magical skills in the back of her own head. She set the stone back in her saddlebag and whipped her sword in front of her. "Our guests are here." She nodded to her lieutenant before holding her blade at the ready.

"Indeed. MEN AND AMAZONS!" Meleagant moved into position confidently guiding his horse into position.

On cue, the mists formed in the air within their midst. They collected in the air over their designated spot chilling the ambushing armies around them. From them the galloping hooves sounded.

"STEADY!" Radegund ordered.

Within seconds, Arthur, the unconscious Mithian and the dozen or so knights rushed onto the scene clearly not expecting the ambush at hand. They galloped around the circle looking for a way out.

Having done their task, the mists dissipated once more leaving the traveling party to their fate.

The horses shied back not wanting any taste of the drawn swords or spears into a nervous bunching in the area's center.

"What is this madness? I, Arthur of Camelot, order you to clear the road!" Arthur ordered the enemies almost robotically; the spell coercing him onward and overriding his common sense. He drew Excalibur and held it at the ready.

"You are in _no position _to order anyone to do _anything_, Pendragon," Meleagant retorted while somehow keeping his tone in the respectful range for his adversary's skill. "Surrender now."

"Or not. I'd prefer a one on one duel in any event," Radegund interjected sardonically. Seeing the furrowed brow on the Red Knight's face, she shrugged. "My apologies. We did have our agreement. I do get to make the offer at least?"

The knights considered the hopelessness of the situation. They were surrounded and outnumbered nearly a thousand to one. This time they didn't have Merlin to aid them (not that they cared given the spell's hate-enhancing effects, mind you). While they did have their own weapons prepared and were ready to honor their vows to Arthur, in their hearts, they knew there could be no victory….

…not against the legendary Amazons and Cawdorian knights who'd overwhelm them by sheer numbers…

Radegund smirked at Arthur almost admiring his bravado. She'd bested her share of arrogant warlords and the hangers-on of former Roman regimes. She could understand putting on a brave face for one's warriors even in the face of hopeless odds. "Do not engage in senseless slaughter, Pendragon. For your men's sake as well as my sisters', I challenge you to single combat. There is no victory today for you. If you win, you get to ride into the city. If you lose, you will be dragged in there."

"And you brought the dear Princess back to them! How special! Thank you, Arthur!" Morgana crowed while forcing her way into the circle. Her eyes glowed and she twitched her hand.

As if of their own accord, the ropes securing Mithian's legs and waist snapped. She levitated off of the horse, through the air and landed hard on the grass at her torturer's feet.

"Now for you all. _Thilgeadh iad__!_" Morgana hissed. Before Arthur or the other knights could react, her eyes went golden once again. She grinned wickedly.

The horses suddenly bounced about the area. As one spell did to their riders, this one spiked their own fear of the situation exponentially.

"WHOA! EASY!" Elyan advised his mount.

"SETTLE DOWN!" Lionel added to his steed.

But the horses did not listen. As one, they bucked their riders into the air.

"_S__eòladh__!" _Morgana bade making the Camelot knights float helplessly in the air. She glared at Arthur and lowered him only. "I'd listen to Queen Radegund, Arthur. Your knights could depend on that," she advised him icily.

Arthur glared at her. He'd given up trying to reason with his sister years before…well since the last occupation of Camelot anyhow. With the spell's influence, he didn't care. He raised his blade and rushed full steam at the traitoress. "Deal with me!"

Radegund crossed blades with him. She frowned almost like a governess with an impudent child. "No, Pendragon. You come through me first…that is _if you can._ If you accept my challenge?"

"FINE!" Arthur raged at the Amazon leader engaging her in a duel. He sent his steel in her direction seeking blood and to make an example. Still his moves weren't smooth. His instincts remained dulled.

For that time, Radegund toyed with him allowing him to think he really had a chance against her. She shrugged off his bull rushes and blind assaults much as if she was swatting away gnats and mosquitoes. She did wish that his instincts were at full capacity not that it would've mattered anyhow….

"Magic is my own ally, Arthur Pendragon. While I welcome the Lady Morgana's aid, I have my own skill." She backhanded Excalibur away from him and held her own sword point to his throat. "No man can beat me. It is so proclaimed!" Her eye gleamed triumphantly. "And now you are my prisoner."

Meleagant snatched Excalibur for his own. "There will be a ransom for the knights. I wish to claim it."

Morgana glared at him. "If they will not serve me, _fine_. For now, however, let them rot in your dungeons. Let them _consider _what will happen if they do not." She grinned allowing her eyes to sparkle in satisfaction. "Arthur, you know what I want."

"_Never!" _Arthur denied as three Cawdorian knights pushed him down to his knees. He fought valiantly as they forced his hands behind his back and tied them together.

Morgana stooped to his level locking eyes with him. "No? Pity really….We have won. You are beaten. Resist and I will have your knights and Gwen killed. The precious Mithian is bound for the stake anyhow. So is Merlin. Perhaps that idiot Kay, King Rodor and dear sweet Gwen will join them on the pyre?" She shrugged. "Just surrender already. Perhaps we'll spare the others."

"You'll pay for this!" Arthur spat in her face.

Morgana wiped the offending spittle from her cheek. She snickered. "Ever the fighter to the end, eh? Fine." She snapped her fingers dropping the knights to the ground and allowing the impact to knock them out cold. "Milord Meleagant, the knights are yours for now. Queen Radegund, I offer you your prize as we agreed."

"My thanks," Radegund accepted. She turned to Diera. "Take the _deposed _brat-king to his new dwelling. Make sure he's dressed in something _appropriate_, will you? As we discussed."

"I will see to it personally, my Queen," the lieutenant replied dutifully. Then she dropped a noose around Arthur's neck and tightened it. "Come along now."

Arthur glared at her while remaining stock still.

"Move or the others _die_!" Radegund hissed. "Either way you _will move_!" She nodded to Diera who delivered a blow to the back of the truculent prisoner's head. "Take him away." She motioned dismissively with her hand.

"Aye," Diera picked up the unconscious Arthur's feet as another Amazon raised him by his underarms and shoulders.

"And so our accord is fixed," Meleagant declared.

"When I am on the throne of Camelot, it shall be. I care not for legalities this time. Let it be _now_!" Morgana declared sinisterly. "Make sure that Mithian is properly attended to. The bonds and gag are enchanted to keep her out of mischief. Make sure she stays that way."

"You will want to be back for the display, I trust?" Meleagant supposed.

"Indeed. I wouldn't want her peasant lover to miss a moment of her ordeal." Morgana shook her head. "She claims to be ready to sacrifice? Let's see if she can _truly _do so! Watch your end." She headed toward Morgause once more. "I am ready."

"And so am I. Shall we claim your throne then, Sister?" Morgause proposed.

"We shall _indeed," _Morgana considered the changing cloud formations of the skies above. She heard the thunder echo off in the distance. "Even the elements signify our changing of affairs."

"We shall do well, Lady Morgana. Until our next meeting then." Nemeth's new ruler bowed to her. Then he dragged Mithian onto a bier, attached it to his own horse and dragged it toward the city.

The two sorceresses teleported away from their scene of triumph feeling ready to take Arthur's former throne for themselves.

But had they read _Natura_'s intent properly? While the elements were reacting to their aggression, their intent remained vague at best.

Perhaps though much as the warmth pushes at a stubborn cold front, it was brewing up a storm. But that would be telling….


	13. Divine Intevention

Chapter 13

[A/N: And here we start to see a *little* glimmer. Memo to Morgause, a previous gambit from Season 3's about to bite you in the rear. BIG TIME! Beware your weapon of choice. It can just as easily be a double edged sword. Hehehehe! You all have been advised.]

[Other Side]

Far removed from the chaos and suffering occurring in the mundane world, other eyes observed these trends with concern and care. They felt the tortured prayers, groans and grimaces from the afflicted who'd been usurped.

And yet, as they'd been instructed to watch and let these processes occur _to a point_, the guardian spirits had an intervention vector…a spot where the respective tests harmed the person in question rather than benefited him or her. After all, if one still has destiny in the world below, what good was it to let them be maimed or die in the bargain?

Morgause, Morgana, Meleagant, Radegund and Odin were riding high yet _Fortuna_'s wheel was fickle at best….

…and it creaked ever so little toward its other pole….

Balinor stood in front of a basin filled with shimmering liquid morosely. He had advised his son (albeit cryptically) about these tests and trials. He knew that such gambits would build character and fortitude. In most people, however, he knew that the Light's purpose was for mortals to be able to distinguish between white and dark magic.

…that adversity also made them appreciate the bliss, love and loyalty of the heroic even if they were different….

The pool sparkled as the scenes shifted before his eyes. He saw Mithian, Rodor and Gwen in their entranced slumber. He witnessed Arthur being led away by the Amazons to who knew what fate. He sighed at the sight of Prince Kay and Merlin stewing in their cells and trying to formulate a way out of their situations.

"Free will and greed does this to all. Even the most noble of causes can be perverted by our desires," he noted to himself ruely.

_And so it is, Dragon Lord, _a serene feminine voice bade. On cue, the chamber brightened. An electrical static charged the air. Within the light, a blonde woman clad in white robes with a golden tiara watched all serenely.

He bowed quickly yet respectfully at the sight of the triple goddess. "Milady, forgive my doubting your purpose."

_You are only noting the failings of your fellow mortals, Balinor. I allow such things so as you all might learn and grow. The Pendragon and his court have long since defiled my traditions and beliefs with their willfulness. They have ignored and worked around my efforts to bring them back into line. I have allowed them to learn what happens without my grace and protection, _she declared matter of factly.

"With due respect, Milady, is the present situation any better? Certainly those now ruling are dark and wicked," Balinor pointed out.

_They have the same failings. Morgana Pendragon, while claiming to serve me, does not. She is my foil to teach her brother about the sins of extremes. Radegund of the Amazons should content herself to rule within her bounds yet she seeks to overwhelm realms that are not hers. Both need their own lesson administered. I also know of the balance. The Albion prophecy must come to pass. The Once and Future King must unify the land. Emrys and Mithian will bring about the reacceptance of magic in the new realm. Still allies are needed to right my ship. And so I call them forth. _She motioned to the Light.

In response six robed people strode forth into the chamber quietly and with purpose. They took their places circling the basin. Each kept their heads bowed and remained eerily still.

She turned to the person immediately to Balinor's right. _Bring forth the Cup._

The figure produced the golden chalice and set it in front of Balinor.

_Balinor, it is for you to set this in motion. Much as Morgause manipulated an army of deceased warriors against Camelot several solar cycles past, the Order demands the scales be balanced. As Morgause has crossed and influenced affairs in the earthly realm, so shall you six intervene as well. Another spirit will aid Emrys while one of you assists those who would rescue him, _the goddess declared. _Fill the cup from the basin's liquid._

The former dragon lord did so. "As you command."

_Now hold it out to each of these companions. Each of them shall drink from it. Do so and cross back over to your world. Each of you has had their life and love cut short in one form or another. Now Love calls you to intervene. I call you to service once more. Do so and there will be a reward, _she bade.

Balinor dipped the chalice in the enchanted basin. As he did so, he noted the liquid therein shining in rainbow hues. He raised the cup and handed it to the figure on his left.

The first robed being accepted the Cup and drank a gulp from it. "As I will serve love, duty and my friends," a feminine voice replied.

"And I," the second being accepted through a strong male voice before taking a sip of the Chalice.

"For the sake of my nephew and my sister," the third being declared before drinking to seal the pact.

"For my friend, King Arthur," the fourth being stated before sipping the enchanted fluid.

"To guide Emrys and Mithian," the fifth insisted as he drank.

"To serve my king once more," the last insisted before passing the Cup back to the initial bearer.

_Very well, my servants. Go now and intervene in the affairs outside. While you may not sway the initial battles, yours is to preserve the key figures. Rescue them, bring them to the last dragon's cave and prepare for the battle there. _The goddess turned to Balinor. _You shall speak with Kilgarrah. Convince him to go to Ealdor and save Hunith._

"It will be my pleasure, Milady," Balinor accepted while bowing to the deity. "I wish you all well, Friends." He smiled to the assembled group before disappearing from view.

_As you all should now go_, the goddess instructed before waving her hand and making them disappear from view. Then she too vanished from the now vacant cavern.

And so another set of dominos was set in motion…..

[Kilgarrah's Cave]

Kilgarrah frowned sullenly in the corner of his cave. He of course knew that Morgana and her allies had triumphed rather profoundly over the forces of Camelot and Nemeth. Worse still, usurpers occupied those respective thrones. He sensed the growing chaos across the land yet did nothing….

…he stood by…

…in much the same manner he had accused Gaius of doing during the Great Purge….

_I have allowed Merlin to languish in the cells beneath Camelot. The ghost-witch manipulates the scene with the skill of a necromancer. The Amazon and Cawdor Knight claim their spoils. The Once and Future King has been defeated. The Sword of Dragon's Breath lay in enemy hands. Truly I am as guilty of doing nothing as I accused Gaius! _He narrowed his eyes at that bit of self-accusation. _Where would I go first? The Pendragon, Merlin and their allies are scattered across Albion in their trials. I…._

"Hello, Old Friend."

Kilgarrah turned to find Balinor's spirit watching him. "What is this? You have crossed over as well? Truly the chaos unsettles the balance further."

"I do so with the triple goddess' blessing. While I have passed my mantle onto Merlin, I have two requests of you brother to brother," Balinor noted respectfully. "Please go to Ealdor. Save Hunith—my love and Merlin's mother."

"I would not deny either of you that, Balinor. And the second?" Kilgarrah ascented.

"She wishes for us to use this cave as a refuge. From here, Albion will be saved. You, my friend, are a part of that. Ironically, as the others were free while you were imprisoned, now it is the reverse. As you sought to destroy in revenge, now you will help to build as part of a unified front. Go forth and balance the scales. Serve her once more," Balinor proposed.

"If I am to be accepted by your fellow humans, Balinor, that would work. I know that those in Camelot hate me. Yet I will serve her will. Let her know my answers. For now, I wish to make haste to Ealdor, my Brother. I will do what I can for your love," Kilgarrah concurred. He flapped his wings and took off soaring from the cavern and toward the northwest. With great speed, he pressed on.

An intervention was coming….one of several it seemed….


	14. Turnabout at Ealdor

Chapter 14 [Ealdor—About the same point as Chapter 11's scene there]

Even as Odin's forces massed on the plateau overlooking the hamlet, a small wagon caravan rumbled its way down the dirt road along its southern flank. Three transports loaded themselves down with food, spices, money and other goods headed at their horses' cantering pace toward Wathersford sixty miles away.

Pity they would never get there. Funny what happened when Fate intervenes…..

In the lead wagon, Tristan gently pulled the reins allowing for the easy pace. As had been the case, he still found purpose in the smuggling endeavor. He still lived to serve his friends, allies and the common people against the nobles. He still enjoyed an occasional night in the tavern with the associates who rode in the other wagons. He threw a gold coin out to a hungry child on the roadside.

One difference for him though, he did occasionally assist a noble who was being wronged as well. He fought with them to keep the order much as he had years before against Morgana and Helios. He did so to keep peace for the sake of all….

He did so because as King Arthur and Merlin had taught him, not all aristocrats were heartless bastards after all.

He did so because Isolde had asked him to do so.

_Isolde…._

He sighed deeply wishing that he'd been more careful during that last sword fight. As he had at least once a week since that day, he cursed that he hadn't finished Helios off once and for all. He still saw that scene in Camelot in his nightmares. He grasped at the necklace with her token around his neck. _I do try to move on but you have my heart. I hope you're at peace. Then again, you wouldn't be happy with that. _He allowed himself a rueful chuckle. _Knowing her, she's off on some fool crusade even if she'd bash you over the head about that kind of thing herself. Ah, my Isolde. _He glanced around to see Ealdor on their right. For a second, he recalled that wonderful night with his love in Hunith's humble dwelling.

Glancing into those impetuous eyes….

His heart doing a pitter-patter over that devil make care smirk of hers….

Late Antiquity's version of Bonnie and Clyde, those two…..

He pulled back on the reins ordering the caravan to stop. He felt tired and knew the others would be the same. Perhaps a night here in this village would be what the physician would order. He reasoned that he could leave a small donation for Ealdor's coffers especially for the sanctuary they'd offered against Agravaine however brief it was.

…and because Merlin had cared enough to use magic for good. Ah yes, Merlin, that one….

_I haven't forgotten your kindness and how you use your gifts for good. I have kept your secret. _He remembered the shock of finding out about the warlock's true nature following the great battle for Camelot. Of course he swore to keep the Secret on pain of anything and everything. _I'll see to your mother. _

"Ho, Tristan! Why are we stopping? If we press on, we can be in Wathersford by sunrise tomorrow," a particularly burly man in a white tunic and brown pants wondered.

"We could, my good Roderick. I prefer not to kill ourselves however. This is friendly ground," Tristan declared.

"Friendly yes but cursed too," a lanky female with raven dark hair recalled. "We only found a brief bliss here before the troops chased us." Still she knew it was useless to argue when their leader drifted into The Reverie. She turned to the others and urged, "Tristan's decided. We'll stay here." She saw her blonde boyfriend staring in horror toward the far rise. "What is it, Malcolm?"

"Like angry fireflies! Look up there!" Malcolm pointed out the massing invaders' position. "As you said, Reyna! It's happening again!"

A burly man with fiery hair and beard clipped a container of quiver bolts to his hip and primed his crossbow. "Tristan, they've blocked off the road!"

"Arm yourselves! Circle the wagons!" Tristan barked at his friends. He grabbed his sword and jumped from the wagon seat.

The ground shook as Odin gave the order for his forces to level Ealdor. The air rang with both the invaders' intimidating yells and the villagers' panicked cries. The first impacts of steel against wood and other metal penetrated the landscape.

Tristan looked quickly toward the others and then toward the besieged village. With the invaders' noose tightening in all directions, all escape routes were cut off. "Fight on. Fight with honor. I'll be back when I can! Reyna, you're in charge!" He took the necklace out and kissed the token on it. _For our friends and us as you'd have it! _

"Tristan!" Reyna yelled as the leader disappeared into the fracas. "DAMN IT!" A couple of arrows impacted against the wagons' covers. "You heard him! Circle the wagons!"

"Is he insane?" Roderick pressed.

"He does this for _her. _Damn debts!" Reyna spat almost in disgust as she helped to get the wagons into position. _Just don't get your fool head shot off!_

Hunith carried her distaff purposefully. She wondered why every outlaw band seemed to target Ealdor in recent years. _Now what? If only Merlin were here. Still he couldn't do anything to expose himself in front of Arthur! _She shook her head mournfully at her son's need to keep secrets. _If only he could live in peace! _

Around her, barbarian thugs wounded and murdered her neighbors with abandon. Some eyed the pretty maids for their beds. Others thrashed around at haystacks and in houses looking for the village stash.

Hunith's eyes narrowed. Overriding her own common sense, she charged forward at the hulking warrior with the blonde teenaged girl. Swinging her makeshift weapon, she knocked him out with a shot to the head. "Millie, RUN! Get to the woods!"

"Hunith, what are you doing? I'm not…." Millie protested while seeing other warriors rushing toward them.

"I am a village elder. This is my task. GO! If you can, find your way to Lot's court! He can help us this once!" the older woman commanded fiercely.

"HEY! It's the wench Odin showed us!" a warrior in piecemeal chain mail over his arms and a breast plate realized. "GET HER ALIVE! We eat well tonight!" He rushed toward the two women.

Hunith met his advance with a stunning swipe of wood across the face. For once, it seemed, the training Arthur gave to her and the other villagers was paying off. She clipped another invader in the side knocking him back.

"The wench has teeth! EXCELLENT!" that particular bruiser exulted. Eyeing the elder woman, he imagined what a prize she would have been twenty years earlier….

…a prize that Odin wanted now….

"Not that it matters to you!" Tristan countered while jumping into the space between him and her. "Good eve'n, Milady!"

"_Tristan_? What are you doing? Get yourself from here!" Hunith protested as she held her distaff poised for another strike.

"I'm helping a friend. Call it a thank you!" he retorted while stabbing one goon. "I wouldn't let Merlin down! Where is he?"

"I presume back in Camelot! If we get out of here, we can find him," she retorted tersely. Still she had to smile at the loyalty her son inspired. As was the case with Arthur and the court, she marveled at how a so-called brigand cared so much to step in.

"We will!" He dispatched two more invaders in machine gun fashion. He clipped a third with his blade driving the latter back. "Will you get to shelter already?" He turned to motion her toward the nearest hovel.

As he did so, the wounded thug swung his blade at his exposed back…

…only to have it shatter against a blade of greater quality….

"TRISTAN!" Hunith called fearfully dreading the worst had happened to her intercessor. Then seeing the scene behind him, her eyes went wide. "My word! Now _her_? Impossible!"

"Her?" He felt the chills through his midsection at the near miss in the midst of the melee. _Reyna would blast you for the distraction. She'd be right this once! _ He wheeled about. His jaw dropped at the scene he beheld.

A certain lithe woman with a dark top and leather pants parried with two of Odin's men. Her sandy blonde ponytail swayed in Battle's breeze. Her firm jaw set in a line of determination. Her eyes were narrowed. "If you're done gawking, I could use your blade _now_!" She turned allowing him an almost playful wink and_ that smirk _as if identifying herself for sure.

He felt his chest warm. A surge of energy rushed up his spine. He rushed to her side deflecting a blow meant for her shoulder. "I've kept the hearth warm, you know."

"So I've seen. Good to see you too, my Love," Isolde bantered back. "Have my back now?"

"Just try and keep away from me!" He wanted an explanation for this sudden resurrection act. Still at the moment, he didn't care. As in the days before that one at Camelot, he fought back to back with her; each protecting and assuring the other.

In a deadly ballet, the couple carved an expanding circle out of invaders' hides. They couldn't stop. They didn't care. They weren't going to lose any more friends or each other again. For hours it seemed, they pressed the activity.

"I did bring one other friend with me by the way. Figured you wouldn't mind _another _party crasher even if you _leave me out of all of the best times_!" she teased sharply.

He rolled his eyes while dispatching another goon. "Bloody summons got lost again! And who, pray tell, would your friend be? Anyone I know?"

Just then a dark shadow swept over the village stopping friend and foe alike.

"What in bloody blazes? Isolde, _is that _…?" Tristan wasn't normally one to stop and gawk in the midst of a fight.

Still between his girlfriend coming back from the dead and being friends with Kilgarrah…that really blew his mind….

"Yeah…he's a dragon. And he's on our side," Isolde deadpanned while dispatching two more adversaries. "Kilgarrah! Thank you!"

Kilgarrah offered only a curt nod before swooping low over Odin's forces. He unleashed a large scalding plume of fire on the enemy before they could react. Twice more he repeated the action while managing to dodge the frenetic arrow shots. "RUN! RUN BEFORE I ROAST THE REST OF YOU! LEAVE THESE MORTALS ALONE!"

Needless to say, Odin had no choice. He glanced up at the sky just as dumbstruck as Tristan had been. Then he yelled at Isolde. "Bloody witch! What the Hell?"

The brigand shrugged. "He has a tie to this village too. Imagine that?" She held up her blade. "I'd leave before he unleashes more fire."

"There'll be another day, Witch!" Odin spat. "RETREAT!" He got on his horse and galloped away toward the east from whence he'd come.

His blackened and bloodied army likewise slunk backward with their tails effectively between their legs. They couldn't believe a bunch of villagers and half a dozen mercenaries could stand up to them…and that _they really knew a dragon_.

"Do you want _more_?" Kilgarrah threatened. While he did relish the opportunity to take out past aggressions, he was here to serve the Greater Good in this case. He swooped down again.

The slinking now turned into a full blown running away.

The peasants pursued their former attackers looking to teach them a much deserved lesson themselves.

Still Hunith hung back. Now that the battle was over, the adrenaline surge wore off. She leaned back against the hut's outer wall and breathed heavily. She dropped the distaff to the ground. Her mind swam in the frenzied currents of this out of control maelstrom. She stared up at Kilgarrah who by now had alighted close to her.

"It is all right. I will not harm you," the dragon vowed honestly. He looked to Isolde. "Is this Hunith?"

"This is her all right," Isolde noted. "By the way, he's Kilgarrah, the last Great Dragon. He's with us and…."

Tristan could wait no longer. He swept his long lost love in a warm embrace and locked lips with her. As he did so, he poured his desperation and warmth into her. He felt renewed by the contact and inwardly rejoiced.

Isolde returned the gesture with her own effort in that regard. During her time on the Other Side, she had watched over and longed for this particular man…her lover…her best friend…her companion….

"Ahem! We should be going. Merlin and the others need us," Kilgarrah interrupted the lovers' reunion.

"Merlin?" Hunith stared up at her savior. Instinctively she knew something was wrong. "What's going on? Is he all right?"

"All will be explained when we reach our destination, Milady. Just now, I bear the tidings and love of Balinor. I am brother to him and Merlin both. What you have just witnessed involved the machination of the witch Morgana and her allies. I pray you all return with me presently. Merlin and the others are in peril. That is all I shall say for now."

Just then Reyna and the other smugglers stopped several yards short of them. As with the other combatants, they had seen Kilgarrah turning the tide of the affair in their favor. Still they approached warily….

…and that didn't count the sight of Isolde standing next to Tristan _alive and fighting_….

"_Isolde? _You're…you're dead!" Reyna pointed out dumbstruck.

"My job isn't done. Apparently _someone _can't run the ship without me," Isolde retorted while shooting Tristan a warm glance. "It is good to see you, Reyna. You too, Malcolm. Wish we had longer but things are going to bloody Hell." She exhaled deeply. "You need to go to King Lot's court. We need his sword and army. Now that the enemy has attacked his kingdom, he has reason to intervene." She hugged each of them briefly. "It's so great to see you three!"

"Tristan, we can't go to Lot. We're…." Reyna disagreed.

"You're in charge, Reyna. She's right. There's a deeper problem here. I don't know what it is. If what we've seen here is what's to come, we must do our part to stop it. Go to Lot's court and tell him of this standoff. Please. I must go and help our friends now," Tristan declared.

"I won't let you down," Reyna noted before stepping back over to Malcolm's side.

"Thank you," Isolde expressed. Then she climbed onto Kilgarrah's back. "Forgive me. I do know time is short. I appreciate this."

"I understand but thank you for the courtesy. If our other friends can climb up, we can be on our way. Time is short," Kilgarrah assured her. "It is quite safe."

"Are you sure?" Hunith wondered.

"I trust Isolde. I won't let you be harmed," Tristan promised as he climbed up and sat behind his beloved.

Hunith ground her teeth anxiously before slowly and guardedly making her way along his scales. She cautiously settled in behind Tristan.

"You do take advantage, don't you?" Isolde supposed impetuously of Tristan.

"Try and stop me," Tristan retorted with a light air.

Kilgarrah flapped his wings and slowly made his way into the sky. Granted the weight of three mortals made the flight more cumbersome than normal. Still desperate times called for desperate measures.

And this was indeed the most desperate of times…..


	15. Arthur's Trial

Chapter 15 [Amazon Domains—Fifteen Miles within Mercia]

Arthur stirred and grimaced. His eyes squinted painfully while adjusting to the light. He felt a rough cloth on his chest, arms and legs. _What? _He rolled onto his side and then managed to sit up on the hard wooden floor…

…before a sword point pricked his neck….

"Did I say you could do that?" Radegund supposed; her voice reeking with venom. She loomed over him menacingly. "You will learn to mind me." Her eyes glowered into his.

"Queen Radegund, I might have known. This is not how fellow monarchs treat each other!" he scolded.

"Fellow monarchs?" She scoffed at the notion. "You have been _deposed. _Morgana rules Camelot now. You are my _servant_, Pendragon. Nothing more." She backhanded him across the face. "I could have let Meleagant kill you. Instead teaching you your _proper place _is reward enough for me. You ridicule your best servant."

"I also married a servant and made her my queen. She is my equal, Radegund," he countered earning him another backhand. He grabbed her hand. "I've been patient. Do that again and I'll forget you're a woman." Then he felt something holding him fast.

"Best _you don't_, Dear Brother," Morgana retorted sharply as she stepped into view. She grinned saccharin-sweetly at him. "Like my crown? I know it was intended for Gwen but it suits me _as rightful Queen of Camelot._ You are _nothing_. A mistake of magic!" She waved her hands forming an energy portal in mid-air.

In it he could see Gwen and Rodor both in their entranced slumbers.

"Now what I _could do _to them would be unpleasant." Morgana frowned; her eyes flaring. "As Queen Radegund said, you are _a servant _now. You're her Merlin now. She can do _whatever _she wants with you. As your Queen, Arthur, I have given you as a gift to her."

His eyes raged over her words. He stiffened stubbornly. "What have you done with Merlin?"

"You _care _about him?" Radegund considered him not knowing what to make of that.

"Of course he does," Morgana affirmed. "He needs someone to bully and pester. Somebody has to clean up his mess and put up with him." She smiled serenely. "Pity he now thinks Merlin's a monster because of his sorcery." She leaned over and whispered, "I'm going to see Merlin right now. I'll give him your best regards, Arthur. Meantime you'd best learn to wait on Radegund if you want to survive and want your precious Gwen to do the same. Forgive me for overstepping, Queen Radegund."

"You expressed the situation very well. I think he needs a _lesson_ to teach him humility and respect!" Radegund snapped her fingers.

Three Amazon warriors rushed into the room awaiting their queen's command.

"Take this _man _outside. I think twenty strokes will suffice. Afterwards put him in the stocks. We'll see if that will teach him _his place_," Radegund instructed.

"You will regret this, Morgana! I will reclaim the throne!" Arthur vowed as the Amazons dragged him from the room.

Radegund shrugged. "I will break him, Morgana. That I assure you."

"I have no doubt. Do you mind if I watch? I have waited a long time for this day," Morgana requested wanting nothing more than to see Arthur humiliated in front of herself. "Emrys can rot a while longer."

"If that is your wish. Follow me," the Amazon leader agreed while leading her guest from the chamber and toward the square outside.

[An hour later—Stocks]

Arthur set his jaw determining not to give the Amazons any satisfaction. The tight holes in the wooden stocks were already numbing his wrists and neck. His back stung from the whipping. The hot sun dehydrated him. The honey smeared on his bare arms attracted numerous pests.

The Amazons had pelted him with rotten vegetables and fruit, letting that mess stain his hair and face.

Still he wouldn't budge. He wouldn't let his subjects or friends down no matter what. Even if he had been unlawfully deposed, he was their king.

"Well now, Pendragon. You are a stubborn one. I would have thought the lash and exposure would have taught you something by now. I can let you rot. I don't care," Radegund insisted firmly.

He pointedly looked away from her making a show of ignoring her.

She grabbed his chin and pulled his face back toward hers. "You will _look at your Queen_ when she is speaking to you, _Servant_. I will leave you out here for a while. Then some time in the Pit will do you good. I do expect you back in a couple of days to do my sewing and straighten my chambers. Maybe by then, you'll done enough to _earn _your gruel." She nodded to Morgana before descending the stairs and leaving the scaffold.

"Enjoy this, Morgana. You will pay," he vowed.

Morgana shrugged almost playfully. "Oh yes. I'm _sure _I will. You are not in the position to be making threats." She dipped her fingers into a small cup. "_That _looks so sore!" She rubbed the fingertips along the wounds.

He bit his lip as the salt burned his reopened wounds.

"So noble! So strong! Pity it will do you no good here. Anything you wish to say to Merlin? He's next on my schedule you might say," she ridiculed in an almost sing-song way.

"Touch him and so help me…." Arthur hissed.

"You're actually _protecting him_? Now that is a surprise! Well too bad. Meleagant is about to have his precious Mithian executed. And to think _you _brought her to Nemeth like a good boy! You see, Arthur? You do have the servant in you. With a little time, you'll be working that spinning wheel like Gwen did. I might even let you serve alongside you…_maybe_. Oh well, I have my duties as Queen. Do enjoy the day, Arthur. I'll give your regards to Merlin." With that, she disappeared in a flash of dark light.

Arthur hung his head in shame. While he realized that he had been possessed by Morgana's diabolical spell, he had still failed his friends. He'd all but outlawed his best friend for what he was. He'd hand delivered Princess Mithian to those who'd kill her. He'd all but allowed Meleagant to usurp the Nemethian throne. His brothers-in-arms languished more than likely in Nemeth's dungeon. And Gwen? His Queen and love….he'd yelled at and abused her locking her under house arrest.

He'd acted like his father…the worst parts of his father….

_I will get out of this. I will make it up to you. _He sulked feeling his conscience burning inside of himself.

A tomato splatting across his face violently wrenched him from his reverie.

He considered the group of young women holding more spoiled food. _Why do we all hate so much? Perhaps there is a way we can all live together? _Then he braced himself as the projectiles flew once more at him.


	16. Morgana's Point to Merlin

Chapter 16 [Camelot—Royal Throne Room]

Two guards had dragged a shackled and gagged Merlin up three flights of granite stairs and into the throne room. They took no care with the former servant making sure he'd felt every bump and sharp edge along the way before tugging him in front of the new Queen.

Merlin glared at them and then up at Morgana who sat proudly on Arthur's throne once more. He saw that she had the crown from her first occupation back on her head. Still he wondered why the chamber was empty save for the two of them and the guards.

She nodded to them. "That will be all. Secure the doors and wait outside."

"Yes, my Queen." The two guards bowed to her even if they didn't like what was happening. They retreated from there closing the doors behind themselves.

She smirked while relishing the lackeys' fear and hate. "Respect is such a wonderful thing isn't it, Emrys? Pity you don't respect your own kind. You should be up here with me instead of chained and on your knees."

He stared at the stones not giving her the satisfaction of a reaction.

"Now why are you such a traitor? Why do you inspire Mithian to be the same? I know these fools fear us. And well they should. You _don't _have to be like this." She pulled his chin up. "You're just as bad as Arthur. Pity him. He's been whipped and now he's in the stocks just as he used to do to you. Radegund's remaking him in _your image. _You should be proud!"

That observation brought another glare from the warlock.

"Ooh! Such venom! And I don't suppose this is the time to mention Mithian's impending execution? Yes your sweet paramour will be on the pyre at dawn tomorrow. And there's _nothing _you can do about it! You can save yourself however if you swear allegiance to me," she supposed sweetly.

He muttered a "go to bloody blazes" through the gag. Of course he knew of Meleagant's show trial of Nemeth's royal family. Through the link, he'd witnessed their deposition and the accusations against them. He'd heard Meleagant hand down the death sentences staggered so that first she, then Prince Kay and then Rodor would feel the executioner's best efforts.

Of course Mithian and Kay stood their ground firmly exuding royal disdain over the entire affair even as they'd been dragged away toward their respective cells.

Consequently he could do no less.

Morgana sniggered. "So how was the trial, Emrys? I hear the gallery really cheered when the sentences were pronounced.

He was about to mutter something else when he felt a sharp sting almost like something ripping at his back. He grimaced in pain.

"Oh whatever could be the matter?" Morgana queried sarcastically. She invaded his mind and felt the shared ordeal. "Well now, looks as if the new king is teaching her a lesson in respect. Pity her."

"Pity you," he muttered through the gag as he felt his love's pain and anguish. His eyes watered. His mind wanted to shut itself down but his heart wouldn't allow it. _I'm here!_

_Merlin, don't! Please. I can deal with this. I don't want you feeling this, _Mithian fretted anxiously.

_I'm here with you. You won't face it alone. I love you. _He stiffened from another blow.

_ARGH! You are…the stubborn one. AH!_

_Takes one to know one._

_You're…so going to…pay for that, Merlin. _

_Can't be worse than dealing with Morgana. She's glaring at me right now._

_Think…I'm better off being…whipped. AHH! Just don't be stupid. Stay…alive. They're done, I think. Talk to me later?_

_I'll be here. I love you._

_I love you. Thank you, Merlin. _With that the link went quiet.

Morgana rolled her eyes. "Oh you two. Such hope! Yes I heard every word between you. Trust me, I could have you whipped too if you'd like. I think your back however is cut up enough. You'll have enough pain in the morning. Do be up to it."

He managed to spit at her feet around the side of the gag.

She slapped his face hard. "You will RESPECT ME! Fine! I've made my point. Stew a while longer, Emrys. When you feel her die, you'll break. I can wait!" She stalked back across the chamber and knocked twice on the closed doors.

Almost immediately the doors opened again and the two guards returned.

"Take the prisoner back to his cell. I'm done with him!" she dismissed vilely as the doors closed again. She shook her head indignantly. "I can't understand him. He's the greatest sorcerer in generations and yet he's a traitor."

"Because he's been turned, Sister," Morgause noted. "Fine lesson by the way. I trust you enjoyed Arthur's entertainment?"

"He's learning what it means to be humble. He can rot there for all I care!" Morgana replied harshly. Seeing the other sorceress' heavy expression, she queried, "Something vexes you?"

"Yes. It seems the Veil has been breached. Much as we did years ago, the Cup of Life has been used to bring warriors back into this Realm. I know not of who they are but we must tread carefully. If Emrys will not join us, send him to the flames tomorrow as well. Let them both feel it together."

"Patience, Morgause. I think Emrys needs some convincing. I do not wish to throw away an asset on a whim. As for the dead, barring an army, I don't fear a few rabble rousers. We shall send them back with ease," Morgana dismissed.

"Ask Odin. His army failed to take Ealdor. They were driven back by a resurrected female warrior, several smugglers and a dragon," Morgause reported tersely.

"Uther's 'pet' lives. Excellent! I will have to track it down myself after I'm done with Emrys. Besides Odin is a fool. Let them do something here if they can! If you will excuse me, Sister, I need to eat. Then I will inform the guards to be mindful. Would you care to join me?" Morgana exulted.

"No. Have a good meal," Morgause declined before disappearing again.

Morgana shook her head. Granted something in her gut told her to listen to Morgause's advice. After dinner, she decided, she would order a doubling of the guard.

Pity that dinner was the higher priority…..


End file.
